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Chapter 1 


The man saw the two girls at the bar watching him as he crossed 
the lounge and walked out onto the small balcony, glass in hand. The 
taller one was obviously Eurasian, fine-boned and spare of frame; the 
other full Chinese, petite, perfectly proportioned. Their unabashed 
interest made him smile to himself. Tall, moving with the easy, 
controlled strength of a conditioned athlete, the man walked along the 
length of the balcony. Before him, lights twinkling in the purple of the 
early evening, lay the Crown Colony of Hong Kong and Victoria 
Harbor. He felt the eyes of the two girls still following him and he 
allowed himself a wry smile. There would be none of that now, Nick 
Carter told himself, at least not until he had made his contact and 
found out exactly what the immediate situation was. Too much 
depended on this and too little time was left to him. Agent N3, 
Killmaster, number one agent for AXE, felt restless in the heavy, 
humid Hong Kong night. But it wasn’t only because of the two girls at 
the bar, though God knows he could stand having a woman. No, it 
was the restlessness of the fighter who faces the toughtest fight of his 
career and wants to get at it for better or worse. 

He let his blue-gray eyes move across the harbor, pausing to watch 
the green and white Star Ferries that connected Kowloon with 
Victoria. They made over 400 crossings a day, dodging freighters, 
sampans, water taxis and junks. Beyond the lights of Kowloon he saw 
the flashing red and white beams of airliners as they took off from Kai 
Tak airport. Since the Communists took control of the no-longer- 
sleeping giant only 22% miles from where he stood, hardly any 
western travelers entered Hong Kong by the Canton-Kowloon Railway. 
Now it was the Kai Tak airport that linked the teeming city with the 
western world—that and the sea lanes. In the three days he’d been 
here he had found out why this steaming, swarming place was often 
called the Manhattan of the Far East. It offered you anything you 
wanted and a lot you wouldn’t want. It was an industrial city, bursting 
at you with a vitality of its own, and at the same time a vast, almost 
unbelievable slum. It sparkled and stank. It was vibrant and vicious. 
The name fit well, Nick thought as he drained his glass and turned 
back into the lounge. The pianist was lazily making music. He got 
another drink and made for the dark-green lounge chair, noting the 
two girls still at the bar. He stretched his long, lean frame deeper into 
the chair and lolled his head back on the cushioned top. The lounge 
was filling up with people now, as it had on each of the three nights 
he had sat here waiting. The room was semi-dark, and encircled by 


settees. Larger tables dotted the floor and lounge chairs for lone men 
and women rimmed the tables. 

Nick half closed his eyes and a faint smile played over his lips as 
he thought how, only three short days ago, he had received the 
package from Hawk. The moment it arrived he knew that something 
far beyond the ordinary was afoot. Hawk had set up some unusual 
meeting spots in the past, always when he felt he was under heavy 
observation or when he wanted to make certain of absolute secrecy, 
but on this one he had outdone himself. Nick had put his head back 
and laughed out loud when he unwrapped the corrugated cardboard 
box to find the pair of work pants (his exact size, of course), a blue 
denim shirt, a bright yellow steelworker’s helmet and a gray lunchbox. 
The note inside simply said: Tuesday, 12 noon, 48th & Park. Southeast 
corner. 

And so, feeling slightly foolish, decked out in trousers, shirt, 
helmet and lunchbox, he arrived at the southeast corner of Forty- 
eighth Street and Park Avenue in Manhattan to find the towering 
skeleton of a new skyscraper being erected. Construction workers in 
various-colored helmets moved from place to place on the framework, 
looking like so many brightly crested birds on a giant tree. Then he 
saw the figure, dressed exactly as he was, moving up the street toward 
him. He couldn’t mistake the springy step and the determined bent of 
the shoulders. The figure, with a motion of its head, told Nick to join 
it as it sat down on a pile of wooden planking. 

“Hello, Chief,” Nick said with a twinkle in his eye. “Pretty 
ingenious, I must admit.” 

Hawk accepted the compliment with an almost imperceptible 
flicker of his eyes and opened up his lunchbox. He extracted a thick, 
overflowing roast beef sandwich and bit into it with gusto. He glanced 
at Nick. 

“T didn’t bring anything,” Nick said. Hawk’s look was bland but not 
enough to hide the disapproval behind it. 

“We’re supposed to be construction workers eating on our lunch 
hour,” Hawk said between bites. “I thought that was pretty obvious.” 

“Yes, sir,” Nick answered. “I didn’t think it through far enough, I 
guess.” 

Taking another bite of the roast beef sandwich, Hawk reached into 
his lunchbox and handed Nick another wax-paper-wrapped package. 

“Peanut butter?” Nick said, opening the wrapping. 

“Position carries its privileges,” Hawk said tartly. “Besides, next 
time you'll perhaps think things through.” 

While Nick ate his sandwich, Hawk began to talk, never raising his 
voice, never giving a sign that he was not discussing the latest 
baseball score or the price of new cars. 


“In Peking,” Hawk said carefully, “they have a plan and a time 
schedule. We have obtained solid information on it. The plan is to 
attack America and the entire free world with their A-bomb arsenal. 
The time schedule is two years, give or take a month or two. Of 
course, they will try nuclear blackmail first. They will try to extract a 
price. Peking’s psychology is simple. We care very much what a 
nuclear war would do to our population. They couldn’t care less what 
it would do to theirs. In fact, it would help them solve their 
overpopulation problem. In two years they feel they will be politically, 
industrially and atomically ready.” 

“Two years,” Nick mused. “Not a long time—but still a lot can 
happen in two years. Governments can fall, revolutions can occur, 
new leaders with different ideas can emerge.” 

“That’s exactly what Doctor Hu Tsan is afraid of,” Hawk countered. 

“Who the hell is Doctor Hu Tsan?” 

“Their absolutely top A-bomb scientist and rocket expert. He’s so 
valuable to them that he operates practically on his own. He’s the Red 
Chinese Wernher von Braun, only more so. He controls what they’ve 
done this far—more than they even know. But Doctor Hu Tsan is also 
something else. He’s a maniac, a man whose obsession is his hatred of 
the western world. Doctor Hu Tsan isn’t going to take a chance on two 
years from now.” 

“You're saying, if I read you right, that this Hu Tsan character 
wants to put the show on the road earlier? Like when?” 

“Like two weeks from now.” 

Nick gagged on his last bite of peanut butter sandwich. 

“That’s right,” Hawk said, neatly putting the wrapping paper back 
in his lunchbox and closing it. “Two weeks—fourteen days. He isn’t 
waiting for Peking’s schedule. He isn’t going to risk a change in the 
international climate or some internal problem delaying the schedule. 
And this is the clincher, N3— Peking doesn’t know what he’s about to 
do. But he can do it. He has the equipment and the material ready to 
go.” 

“This is all solid info, I take it,” Nick commented. 

“Absolutely solid. We have an informant over there who is 
excellent at his trade. Not only that, the Russians have come onto it 
too. Maybe the same informant we use also deals with them. You 
know the ethics of much of this business. Anyway, they’re as horrified 
as we are and they’re assigning an agent to work with whomever we 
send, on the theory that we’d better work together on this one—or 
else. In fact, though I don’t like to add to your already insufferable 
ego, they suggested we try to put you on the job.” 

“How about that.” Nick grinned. “I’m touched. Then this helmet 
and lunchbox bit is not because of our usual Moscow friends.” 


“No,” Hawk said, gravely. “You know that there are very few 
complete secrets in this business. The Chinese have gotten wind that 
something is up— probably because of the unusual activity among 
both the Russian agents and our men in transmitting bits and pieces of 
information. But they only suspect the action is aimed at them. We 
don’t want them lousing us up for the wrong reasons.” 

“Why not try contacting Peking with the truth about their hopped- 
up Hu Tsan, or am I being naive?” 

“Extremely,” Hawk said blandly. “First, he has them eating out of 
the palm of his hand. They’d swallow any denial he made. Secondly, 
they’d suspect it was all a wild plot on our part to discredit their ace 
scientist and expert. Thirdly, we’d be revealing how much we’ve 
learned about their long-range plans and the extent of our intelligence 
penetration.” 

“Okay, I’m naive,” Nick said, pushing back the helmet. “Just what 
am I—excuse me, my Russian comrade and I—supposed to do in 
fourteen days?” 

“We know these facts,” Hawk explained. “Somewhere in 
Kwangtung Province Hu Tsan has amassed seven A-bombs and seven 
rocket launchers. He has an elaborate installation there and is 
presumably working on perfecting further weapons. You are to 
detonate those seven launching pads and their missiles. Tomorrow, 
you be in Washington. Special Effects is waiting for you. They will 
outfit you with the special equipment you’ll need to blow up the 
installation. Believe me, it’s very special. You’ll find out more when 
you get there. In two days I want you in Hong Kong, where contact 
procedures have been set up for you to meet the Russian. Their agent 
is supposed to be very good on background assistance in that area. At 
Special Effects they’ll also brief you on the procedures we’ve set up for 
you in Hong Kong. I’ll tell you now, they’re not too great, but they’re 
the best we could do on short notice. The Russians say their agent will 
be of real help here.” 

“T appreciate the honor, Chief,” Nick said with a wry smile. “If I 
can pull this one off I have a feeling I’m going to want a nice long 
vacation.” 

“You do this,” Hawk answered, the hint of a twinkle in those 
impassive eyes, “and it’ll be roast beef next time.” 


That’s how they’d met that day and now here he was, in a hotel 
lounge in Hong Kong, waiting. He watched the people in the lounge— 
many of them hardly visible in the darkened lights—through slitted, 
relaxed eyes, when suddenly his muscles hardened involuntarily. But 
he didn’t move and anyone watching would not have seen the sudden 
alertness of the tall, handsome, relaxed man in the lounge chair. The 


pianist was playing a song, “In The Still Of The Night.” Nick waited 
till he had finished and then casually sauntered over to the man, a 
small, husky-voiced Oriental, perhaps a Korean. 

“Very nice,” Nick said pleasantly. “My favorite song. Did you just 
happen to play it or did someone request it?” 

“A request,” the pianist said, idly backgrounding a series of 
diminished fifth chords. “That young lady over there.” 

Damn! Nick grimaced inwardly. It would be a false lead. Just one 
of those damn coincidences that happen. Still, his training made him 
follow through. One never knew when some sudden switch in plans 
came up. He followed the direction of the piano player’s nod and saw 
the girl in the shadows of one of the lounge chairs, shoulder-length 
hair outlined by the soft glow of a tinted bulb. He walked over and 
saw that she was indeed blond, very blond, in a simple black sheath 
cut low in front. Her breasts pushed upward, half spilling out of the 
gown. She looked up at him with wide-set blue eyes in a pretty but 
determined little face. 

“Lovely song, that,” he said. “Thanks for asking for it.” He waited, 
and then it came, and he was surprised. 

“In the still of the night,” she said, “lots of things happen.” She 
spoke with just the trace of an accent and the faint smile that crossed 
her face revealed that she knew he was surprised. Nick eased himself 
atop the wide arm of the chair. 

“Zdrahvstvooite, N3,” she said sweetly. “Welcome to Hong Kong. 
My name is Alexi Lubova. It seems we are to do some work together.” 

“Zdrahvstvooite,” Nick grinned. “Okay, I’ll admit it out loud. I’m 
surprised. I never figured on a girl, not for this job.” 

“Are you only surprised?” the girl asked, a very female slyness 
creeping into her eyes. “Or are you disappointed?” 

“T wouldn’t know about that yet,” Nick commented laconically.” 

“You won’t be,” Alexi Lubova said crisply. She stood up and 
smoothed her dress. Nick took in her full-bodied figure, wide 
shoulders and wide hips, softly rounded, with full, curving thighs and 
graceful legs. She stood with hips slightly thrust forward, a stance 
which Nick always found most provocative. Alexi Lubova .was quite 
an advertisement for Mother Russia, he concluded. 

“Where can we go and talk?” she said. 

“Upstairs, in my room,” Nick suggested. She shook her head. “It 
could be, how you say in America, bugged? They do it as a matter of 
course to the rooms of foreigners, just in case they might pick up 
something interesting.” 

Nick didn’t tell her that he’d examined the room with a fine-tooth 
comb. He had been gone for a few hours and they could have installed 
a bug. 


“They do it,” Nick smiled. “Or do you mean your men do it?” He 
knew he was baiting her. She fastened him with a cold-blue stare. 

“They—the Chinese,” she said. “They bug our agents’ rooms too, if 
they have them under surveillance.” 

“That doesn’t include you, I take it,” Nick said. 

“No, I don’t think so,” the girl replied. “I have a very good cover. I 
have been living for almost nine months now as an Albanian art 
student in the Wai Chan district. Come, we can go to my place and 

talk. At least it will be a good view of the city for you.” 

“The Wai Chan district,” Nick mused aloud. “Are you living as one 
of the rooftop people?” He knew of Hong Kong’s famous rooftop 
colony, over 70,000 people living on rooftops in houses put together 
with packing case wood and flattened oil drum tins. 

“Yes,” she answered, “as one of the rooftop people. That is why we 
are more successful than you people, N3. One of your agents here 
would live in a western-style apartment or hotel, something fairly 
comfortable. He would do his job but he’d never reach into their 
people as we do. We go into their midst, become part of their lives 
and their problems. Our agents are not just agents but missionaries. 
That is the way of the Soviet Socialist Republic.” 

Nick looked down at her, eyes narrowed ever so slightly and, 
putting one finger under her chin, he tilted her face upward. Again he 
noted that it was really a very pretty face, with a small upturned nose 
and an attractive pugnaciousness about it. 

“Look, honey,” he said, a quiet edge to his voice. “We’re supposed 
to work together, right? Then let’s cut out the chauvinistic 
propaganda, okay? You’re living on that rooftop because you got the 
idea it?d make a swell cover; and I agree with you, it’s a great 
gimmick. Just don’t try to feed me that ideological crap and we'll get 
along fine. Me, I know better. You’re up there not because you're so in 
love with the poor Chinese people and their problems but because it 
suits your purpose. So let’s be honest, okay?” 

Her brows were knitted together in a deep frown and her lower lip 
held just the suggestion of a pout. Then she broke into a deep-throated 
laugh. 

“Tm going to like you, Nick Carter,” she said and he found her arm 
in his. “I heard so much about you that I was apprehensive, a little 
afraid maybe. But now I’m not. Okay, Nick Carter, no propaganda. 
It’s, how you say, a deal.” 

Nick looked down at the smiling, happy blond girl holding his arm 
as they walked down Hennessey Road and thought of how they could 
be a fellow and his girl out for a night stroll in Elyria, Ohio. But it was 
not Elyria, Ohio and he was not just a fellow out for a walk with his 
girl. It was Hong Kong and he was a specialist in killing, highly 


trained, conditioned to violence, a man wedded to danger, and this 
bright-eyed creature beside him was essentially no different. Or she 
had better not be, he thought grimly. But every once in a while, and 
this was one of those moments, he wondered what it would be like to 
be that fellow with his girl in Elyria, Ohio. They’d be making plans to 
face life while he and Alexi were planning to face death. But then, if it 
weren’t for Alexi and himself, the nice couple in Ohio wouldn’t have 
much life left to face. Maybe, maybe someday, Nick mused, it would 
be someone else carry the ball. But not yet. He pulled Alexi’s arm 
tighter against his and they walked on. 

The Wai Chan sector of Hong Kong overlooks Victoria Harbor as a 
teeming, sprawling refuse dump overlooks a nice clean lake. Crowded, 
crushed, bulging with stores and houses and street vendors, the Wai 
Chan area was Hong Kong at its worst and best. Alexi led Nick up a 
leaning building which would make a Harlem tenement look like the 
Waldorf-Astoria. 

Emerging on the roof, Nick found himself in another world. 
Stretching before him from rooftop to rooftop were thousands and 
thousands of shacks, literally a sea of shacks. They bulged and 
overflowed with humanity as Alexi led the way to one, about eight by 
twelve feet, and opened the door, which was little more than a side of 
a pine crate hinged with wire. 

“Most of my neighbors consider this luxury,” Alexi said as they 
entered the shack. “They usually have from four to six people in one 
of these.” 

Inside, Nick sat down on one of two cots and glanced about. A 
small hibachi-style stove and a decrepit dresser filled most of the 
room. An overhead rack held suitcases and clothes. Alexi sat down 
beside Nick on the cot, curling her legs under her. Despite its crude 
primitiveness, or perhaps because of it, the little shack had a coziness 
he would have thought impossible. 

“Now,” Alexi began, “I’ll tell you what we know and then you fill 
me in on what we are to do. Da?” 

She shifted her body slightly and exposed a lovely, smooth expanse 
of thigh. If she caught Nick’s glance she did nothing to cover up. 

“T know this much, N3. Doctor Hu Tsan has complete freedom of 
action. His moves go unquestioned. That is why he has been able to 
build up this installation. He’s a kind of scientist warlord, you would 
say. He has his own security forces that answer only to him. In 
Kwangtung Province, somewhere north of Shihlung, he has completed 
his installation with the seven rockets and their bombs. I am informed 
that your plan is to get into that complex, once we find it, and place 
some destroying device or detonators at each launching pad, and then 
explode them in some manner. Frankly, I am not optimistic, Nick 


Carter.” 

“Are you afraid?” Nick laughed. 

“Nyet, not in the ordinary sense. If I were easily frightened I would 
not be in this work, no? But I think that even for you, Nick Carter, 
there must be some impossible things.” 

“Maybe.” Nick grinned down at her, his eyes catching hers in a 
deep probing hold. She was terribly provocative in an almost defiant 
sort of way, her breasts invitingly revealed by the low neck of the 
black dress. He wondered if she were perhaps baiting him now, trying 
to test his daring in another area. God, she would be worth making 
love to, he told himself. 

“Yow’re not thinking about our work, N3,” she said suddenly, that 
small, sly smile playing about her mouth. 

“What am I thinking about?” Nick said in some surprise. 

“About how you'd like to try to make love to me,” Alexi Lubova 
answered, her eyes coolly steady. Nick laughed. 

“Do they train you in the powers of psychic phenomena in the 
NKVD?” he said. 

“No, that was purely feminine reaction,” Alexi answered. “It was 
not hard to read in your eyes. I will be disappointed in you if you try 
to deny it.” 

With the instant decisiveness that was an ingrown part of him, 
Nick answered her with his lips, parting her soft lips with his tongue. 
He kissed her long and with slow excitement, letting his tongue circle 
in her mouth, flicking it over her lips and pulling her close to him. His 
hand found the half-revealed breasts and drew them from the dress. 
They were firm and full. While she had not pulled away, neither had 
she responded; but now, suddenly, at his touch upon her nipples, she 
began to kiss him back. Nick reached behind her and unzipped the 
dress. In seconds she was in his arms, clad only in bikini black-net 
panties, crying little cries of desire as Nick found a searing flame to 
match his own. Alexi Lubova came to him with an intensity he could 
barely contain, tossing and writhing on the small cot, her legs hitting 
the thin sides of the shack until he feared it would collapse around 
them. Dimly he wondered what those adjoining must be thinking as 
he explored the fullness of her stomach, down along the softly 
rounded curves of her belly, down further until he held her very being 
in his hands and she cried out for him not to stop. 

Between her wildly thrashing legs he found her willing essence and 
she cried out, “Ya khotchoo,” and “Da ... da.” Finally he moved atop 
her and gave all of himself to her, matching her passionate and 
convulsive movements with his own thrusts. Alexi was a strong girl 
and she arched her back, carrying him upward with her. Her arms 
clutching him were powerful and she pounded on his shoulders and 


back with clenched fists as he prolonged her ecstacy. There was a 
fighting back quality to her lovemaking, as if she were unwilling to 
submit meekly to the expertness of his technique. Finally unable to 
contain herself any longer, she lifted her body skyward, and then 
slowly fell back onto the cot, suspended somewhere between earth 
and heaven. Nick gently moved to her side, cupping one hand around 
her lovely breast. 

Alexi opened her eyes and looked at him softly. She laid one hand 
against his cheek. 

“No,” she said thoughtfully, “maybe for you, Nick Carter, there are 
no impossible things.” 


Chapter II 


Dressed now, with Alexi changed into an orange blouse and black 
form-fitting slacks, Nick looked at the sensual creature he had just 
made love to so completely. 

“That Was the kind of briefing I like,” he smiled. “But it could get 
in the way of work.” 

“Tt should not have happened,” Alexi said, running one hand down 
his face. “But it’s been so long for me and something about you, Nick 
Carter ... I couldn’t stop myself.” 

“Are you sorry?” Nick asked gently. 

“No,” Alexi laughed, tossing her blond head batck. “It happened 
and I’m happy it happened. But you are right, we do have a lot more 
information to exchange. For one thing, I should know more about 
these detonating devices, where you have them and how they will 
work.” 

“Agreed,” Nick said. “We’ll have to go back to my room for that. 
Look, between the two of us we can make a fast search for bugs.” 

“All right, Nick,” Alexi said, flashing a wide smile. 

“Go downstairs and give me a minute to freshen up.” 

When she reappeared, they hurried back to his hotel and together 
they checked the room until she was satisfied all was in order. Nick 
had gone into the bathroom and now he emerged carrying a can of 
shaving cream. Deftly he pressed and tinned a spot on the bottom of 
the can and a circular portion of the can came apart in his hands. He 
repeated the same thing and a second section detached itself until he 
had seven thin circular sections of the shaving can laid out on the 
table. 

“Those?” Alexi asked in wonder. 

“Those, honey,” Nick replied. “Those are masterpieces of micro- 
engineering, the latest thing in the field. These small, thin sections are 
a. fantastic combination of printed electronic circuits surrounding a 
tiny core of nuclear explosive. What you’re looking at, doll, are seven 
small atomic devices that when activated will destroy everything 
within a fifty-yard radius. Two things about them are especially 
important. They are clean, emitting only a minimum of radioactivity 
and a maximum of explosive force. What little radioactivity they emit 
will go up into the atmosphere and dissipate. Secondly, we needn’t try 
to plant them someplace on the launch pad where they might be 
discovered. We can plant them just under the ground at the edge of 
the launch pads and they’1l still receive the activator signals. Each one 
will completely destroy the launch pad, missile and warhead.” 


“How are they activated?” 

“By a voice signal,” Nick answered, carefully fitting the parts of the 
shaving can back together again. 

“My voice, to be precise,” he added, “saying a certain combination 
of two words. Incidentally, there is enough shaving cream in a center 
tube of this can to last over a week and appear to be an ordinary 
shaving can.” 

“T am unclear about one thing, yet,” the girl said. “A voice 
activator operates through a unit which translates the sound of the 
voice into electrical signals and sends those signals to the object to be 
activated. Where is the signal unit?” 

Nick smiled. He could tell her about the signal unit but he always 
had a flair for the dramatic. Even in the killing business it was helpful. 
He unzipped his trousers and tossed them on a chair. Next came his 
shorts. He saw Alexi watching him, saw the faint increase in the rise 
and fall of her breasts as he took her hand and placed it on the upper 
part of his leg, not far from the hip. He pressed her fingers into his 
flesh until she felt the small objects beneath the skin. He also noticed 
she was having some difficulty keeping her eyes on her hand pressed 
into his leg. 

“That’s it, Alexi,” he said. “Most of the parts are of plastic but there 
are a few metal pieces. Our Special Effects men inserted them under 
my skin. Neat, no?” 

Wrenching her eyes from where they’d strayed, the girl looked at 
him and frowned. 

“Yes, neat, as you say,” she answered, “but I think not neat 
enough. If you are caught, sophisticated examination methods will 
detect that very, quickly.” 

“No they won't,” Nick explained. “Because the unit is planted at 
that particular spot for a reason. That’s where I carry a fair load of 
shrapnel, a souvenir of the past. They won’t, as we say in America, be 
able to separate the wheat from the chaff.” 

A smile crossed Alexi’s face and she nodded her head in 
admiration. 

“Impressive,” she said. “Most thoroughly planned.” Nick made a 
mental note to pass on the compliment to Hawk. One always values 
the compliments of those in the trade. But now he saw the girl’s eyes 
had dropped again and her lips were half parted, her breasts rising 
and falling in deep breaths and he felt her hand on his leg trembling. 
He wondered about this lovely creature. Had the Russians sent out a 
nymphomaniac to work with him? He could see them using a 
nympho; in fact, he knew of times when they had. But always for a 
purpose. This assignment didn’t fit the bill. Alexi’s hand on his leg was 
now a thing of itself, uncontrolled by any other part of her body. 


Maybe, he reasoned, she was just one damn sexy female, capable of 
reacting instantly to stimuli. Having more than his share of animal 
magnetism, he could understand that very well. Now, as the girls eyes 
looked up at him, he read a note of desperation in them. 

“Want to try for two?” he said to her and she shrugged her 
shoulders in a gesture that was more helpless pleading than 
casualness. Reaching down, he flicked open the orange blouse and 
pressed her breasts gently but firmly. With a half sob, half cry, the 
girl’s hand shot down and seized him and she fell forward onto his 
body. Deftly he took off her blouse and pushed down her slacks and 
explored again the fantastic beauty of her full, soft body, using his 
tongue to trace maddening lines of ecstasy around her breasts. This 
girl was indeed a creature of insatiable passion. He’d have sworn she’d 
be spent after that last session a scant hour ago, but no, here she was 
again crying under his touch, giving of herself fully. 

But now there was none of the wild flailing about of her body and 
legs. Now she was throbbing with desire as she tried to press every 
sensuous inch of her flesh against him. She rubbed herself slowly onto 
him and implored with her body, begged with her hands, pleaded 
with her half cries. Nick answered her primeval requests with 
everything he could think of. Something about this girl brought out a 
real desire to please, a tenderness that clothed the animalness of 
passion in an emotion that reached beyond pure pleasure. Finally, 
with one long and lasting thrust, Alexi sighed and her body went limp 
while her hands continued to hold him. 

“Alexi,” Nick said softly. “If we live through this mission, I’m going 
to ask for an increase in American-Russian cooperation.” 

She lay beside him satiated, drowsy with a moment of sleep, one 
full beautiful breast pressing into his chest. Then she stirred and sat 
up. She smiled at Nick, a lazy, sly smile, as he sat back and he 
watched her clothe that magnificent body. She was beautiful enough 
to just watch and there were damn few girls you could say that about. 

“Spokonoi notchi, Nick,” she said, dressed now. “I’ll come by in the 
morning. We’ve got to plot a way into China, and quickly.” 

“Tll have something to tell you about that in the morning, 
Sweetie,” Nick said at the door. “Do svidahniah.” 

He watched her until she entered the elevator; then he locked the 
door and fell into bed. There was nothing like a good woman to take 
the tensions out of a man. It was late now and the sound of Hong 
Kong had subsided to a whisper. Only an occasional deep whistle of 
one of the Star ferries disturbed the night while Nick slept. 

He didn’t know how long he’d been asleep when he felt his eyes 
snap open. Some inner warning mechanism was doing its work. He’d 
seen it happen before. It was not something he controlled but some 


deep-rooted signal system that never slept and that had now, once 
again, awakened him. He didn’t move a muscle but he knew instantly 
that he was not alone. Dammit, the Luger lay on the floor with his 
clothes where he’d dropped them, just out of reach. Hugo, his stiletto, 
he had taken off before making love to Alexi and it lay beside the gun. 
Damned careless of him. He could feel Hawk’s icy disapproval from 
out there somewhere. Shifting his eyes, he saw his visitor, a slightly 
built man, moving stealthily across the room. He watched the man 
stop at one of his suitcases, take a flashlight out of his pocket and 
open the suitcase. Now was as good a moment as any, while the man 
concentrated on the suitcase. With one tremendous bound Nick 
catapulted himself upward and over the end of the bed, almost 
reaching the spot where the intruder stood. The man had only time to 
turn when Nick’s fist slammed into his face, sending him crashing into 
the wall. Nick aimed another blow at the face, which he saw was 
Oriental. But the man defensively dropped to his knees. Nick cursed 
himself for being overeager and missing. He had reason to curse, for 
the man, faced with this naked Hercules nearly twice his size, brought 
his flashlight down hard on Nick’s big toe. Nick jerked his leg up in an 
involuntary reaction to the pain and the little man shot past him 
toward the open window and the balcony outside it. Nick whirled and 
executed a flying tackle, bringing the intruder down near the edge of 
the window ledge. Though relatively light and small, the man was 
wiry and fighting with the desperation of a cornered cat. As Nick 
slammed his head down against the floor, his opponent managed to 
reach one arm up to a ceramic lamp which stood on a small table. He 
brought it down against Nick’s temple and Nick felt the spurt of blood 
as his opponent twisted free. 

The man had leaped for the balcony again and had one leg over 
the side when Nick caught him by the throat and dragged him back 
into the room. Once again, wriggling like a fish, the intruder slid from 
Nick’s grasp but this time Nick whirled him about and with all his 
might hit him flush on the jaw. The man flew backward as if launched 
by a missile, hit the balustrade with the small of his back and flipped 
over it. Nick heard his screams as he hurtled downward. They ended 
abruptly. 

Nick slipped on trousers, bathed the blood off his temple and 
waited. It would be obvious which room the man had fallen from and, 
sure enough, in a few minutes the police and the hotel manager were 
questioning him. Nick described the little man’s visit and thanked the 
police for their efficiency. He casually asked who the intruder was. 

“He carried no identification of any sort,” the policeman said. 
“Undoubtedly just a common prowler.” 

They left and Nick lit one of the few long cigarettes he had brought 


with him. Maybe the guy had just been a faceless Hong Kong second- 
story man, but what if he weren’t? Then he had to be one of two 
things—either a Peking operative or one of Hu Tsan’s personal 
security forces. Nick hoped that he had been a Chinese Red operative. 
That would come under the heading of routine checking. But if he 
were from Hu Tsan’s forces it would mean the doctor had been alerted 
to trouble and their task would grow harder, perhaps impossibly hard. 
He put Wilhemina, the Luger, into place beside him, strapped the 
stiletto onto his forearm and, thinking only time would tell, went to 
sleep. 


Chapter III 


Nick had just showered and shaved and was still in his shorts when 
Alexi arrived the next morning. She noticed the bruise on his temple 
and he told her what had happened. She listened intently and he 
could see her turning the same questions over in her mind as he had: 
was the man only an ordinary night prowler? Then as he stood before 
her, his heavily muscled, bronzed torso reflecting the glint of the early 
morning sun streaming through the window, he saw the expression in 
her eyes turn from one of concern to something else. Nick felt good 
this morning, more than good. He had slept well and his body was a 
thing of eager, hungry senses that urged a kind of devilment upon 
him. He looked at Alexi and, reading her thoughts, reached out and 
pulled her against him, letting his naked chest press through the thin 
lime-green shirt she wore. Her hands, pressed against his chest, were 
smooth and soft and trembled ever so slightly. 

“Ever make love when you wake up?” he grinned down at her. “It’s 
the best time, you know.” 

“Nick, please ...” Alexi said, pushing against his chest. It was like 
pushing against an oak tree. “Poja-loosta ... please, Nick, no!” 

“What’s the matter?” he asked innocently. “Something bothering 
you this morning?” He drew her in tighter, knowing that the warmth 
of his near-naked body was reaching through, setting her on fire. He 
had only meant to tease her, to show her she wasn’t quite the match 
for him that she had tried so hard to be yesterday. Now as he let her 
go, he waited for her to step back. Instead he saw her eyes darken 
with desire and suddenly his own teasing, impish mood of devilment 
had vanished, replaced by an overwhelming desire for this full-blown 
daughter of Eros. He reached out and pulled her to him again, this 
time with fierceness, pressing his mouth against hers. 

“No, Nick,” Alexi half sobbed. “I told you, no.” But her words were 
only that—empty, meaningless words—as her hands moved up and 
down his nakedness and her body answered with its own voice. Lifting 
her like a child, he carried her into the adjoining bedroom and began 
to make love to her with the hot sun streaming in the window over 
them, adding its morning heat to his. Once more, despite his own 
intentness, Nick was amazed to note that this time Alexi was again the 
wild creature of tossing and flailing legs, of uncontrolled abandon that 
she had been atop the rooftop in Wai Chan. This girl was indeed a 
creature of many sides. Finally, when they lay quietly together, he saw 
the silent accusation in her eyes and was moved by it. 

“T’m sorry, Alexi,” he said. “I didn’t really mean for it to happen 


now. I was just going to tease you and I’m afraid we were carried 
away. Don’t be angry. It was, as you say, otchen khorosho ... very 
good, no?” 

“Yes,” the girl answered, breaking into a laugh. “It was otchen 
khorosho, Nick, and I’m not angry, only disappointed in myself. Here I 
am, a highly trained operative, conditioned to resist all kinds of 
hardship and torture, and I lose every bit of my will power with you. 
It is very disturbing.” 

“That’s the kind of disturbance I like, dear,” Nick said as he 
laughed. They got up and dressed quickly as they talked. 

“Your plans to enter China, Nick,” Alexi questioned. “What are 
they?” 

“AXE has made arrangements for us to go by boat. The Canton- 
Kowloon Railway would be the most direct, but if they are watching 
anything they’ll be watching that.” 

“We are informed,” she countered, “that the coastline, for at least a 
hundred miles on either side of Hong Kong, is closely patrolled by 
Chinese gunboats and patrol boats. Don’t you think they’ll spot a 
strange vessel quickly? If they do we’re trapped, caught with no place 
to run.” 

“A possibility, but we are going as one of the Tanka.” 

“Ah, the Tanka,” Alexi mused aloud. “The boat people of Hong 
Kong.” 

“Right. There are hundreds of thousands of them living only on 
their junks. As you know, the Tanka are a people apart. For centuries 
they have been forbidden by law to settle ashore, marry landowners 
or be any part of civil government. Though some of the restrictions 
have been lifted, the Tanka remain apart, operating pretty much on 
their own. Even the harbor patrols seldom bother them. A Tanka junk 
sailing the coastline isn’t likely to draw any special attention.” 

“Good enough,” the girl replied. “Where are we going ashore?” 

Nick walked over to one of his suitcases and, grasping the snap 
clasp on the top, he moved it back and forth rapidly six times until it 
came off in his hands. From the small tubular opening beneath it he 
drew forth a detailed map of Kwangtung Province. 

“Here,” he said, spreading out the map before Alexi. “We'll go up 
the Hu Channel beyond Humenchai as far as we dare with the junk. 
Then we can go ashore and continue on foot until we reach the 
railway tracks. My information is that Hu Tsan’s complex is located 
somewhere north of Shihlung. Once we reach the Canton-Kowloon 
tracks we should pick up a lead.” 

“How?” 

“If we’re right, and Hu Tsan’s layout is north of Shihlung, ’m 
betting he doesn’t go all the way into Canton to pick up his food and 


material supplies. I’m betting he has the train stop somewhere in this 
area and he takes off what has been ordered.” 

“You may be right, N3,” Alexi said thoughtfully. “Besides, this is 
good. My people have a contact, a farmer just below Taichiao. We can 
pick up either a small river sampan, a raft or a donkey cart there.” 

“Great,” Nick said. He put the map away, turned to Alexi and 
patted her firm little fanny. 

“Let’s go find our Tanka family,” he said. 

“Tl meet you at the docks,” the girl answered. “I want to send in a 
last report. Give me ten minutes.” 

“Okay, doll,” Nick said. “Most of the Tanka people are moored 
inside the Yau Ma Tei typhoon shelter. I’ll meet you there.” 

Nick walked onto the small balcony and looked down at the 
teeming Hong Kong street below. He saw Alexi’s lime-green shirt as 
she stepped from the hotel and started across the street. He also saw 
the black Mercedes parked there, one of the type used as taxis in Hong 
Kong. His brows tightened as he saw two men quickly get out of the 
car and cross to head off Alexi. Both Chinese, in western dress, they 
blocked the girl’s path and asked her for something. She fished around 
in her purse and Nick saw her hand one what looked like a passport. 
Nick swore out loud. This was no time for her to be picked up and 
spend perhaps hours in some Hong Kong station house—even if it was 
only a routine check, which he wasn’t sure it was. Vaulting the 
balcony, he grabbed for the drainpipe which ran down the side of the 
building. It was faster than going down the stairs and through the 
lobby. 

He had just reached the street when he saw one of the men take 
Alexi by the elbow and steer her toward the Mercedes. He saw her 
shake her blond head with a little shrug as she started to go with 
them. He ran, pausing to dart around an old woman carrying a wide 
load of earthenware pots. They had reached the car now and one was 
opening the door. As he did so, Nick saw Alexi’s arm come up in a 
motion almost too fast to see. With perfect aim, she caught the nearest 
one, slamming the edge of her hand into his throat. He fell as though 
he’d been axed. With the same sweeping motion she plunged the 
elbow of her other arm into the other one’s stomach. As he grunted 
and doubled over, she caught his eyes with two stiffened fingers. She 
cut short his scream of pain by a karate chop behind his ear and was 
off and running before he hit the pavement. She stopped in a side 
alley at Nick’s call. 

“Nickie,” she said, wide-eyed. “You came to rescue me. How 
wonderful of you.” She threw her arms around him and kissed him 
lightly. 

She was laughing at him, the little vixen, Nick realized. 


“Okay, one for you,” he grinned thinly. “You’re good and I’m glad 
to see it. I just didn’t want you cooling your heels in some police 
station at this time.” 

“Neither did I,” she answered tardy. “But more seriously, Nick, I’m 
worried. I don’t think they were what they said, Hong Kong police. 
The plainclothes police here do make spot checks of foreigners for 
passport identification, but this was too neat. I saw them get out of the 
car as I left the hotel. They were out for me and me alone.” 

“Which means,” Nick said “that somebody is now watching us both 
—either Chinese regular agents or Hu Tsan’s boys. We’ve got to move 
now. Your cover is gone, too. We were going to sail in the morning 
but now we can’t wait around any longer. We must sail tonight.” 

“T’ve still got to turn in that last report,” Alexi said. “See you in ten 
minutes.” 

Nick watched her hurry off. She was proving herself to be quite a 
girl. Any initial misgivings he’d had about the Russians assigning a 
girl to this were quickly dissipating. 


The Yau Ma Tai typhoon shelter extends in a wide arc at both 
ends. Its shores are like the outstretched arms of a mother embracing 
hundreds and hundreds of water children. Nick surveyed the clutter of 
junks, water taxis, sampans and floating shops. He was to find the 
junk that bore on its stern three fish in a verical row, one atop the 
other. That would be the Lu Shi family junk. AXE had made all the 
arrangements for payment. All Nick had to do was present himself 
properly and tell them his needs. He was peering at the stems of the 
nearest junks when Alexi appeared. It was slow, painstaking work. 
Many of the junks were sandwiched in behind sampans, their sterns 
hardly visible from the quay. It was Alexi who spotted the junk first, 
blue-hulled with a dirty orange prow. The three fish were painted 
neatly down the center of the sternboard. 

As they approached, Nick noted those aboard. A man sat repairing 
a fishing net. A woman and two boys, about fourteen, were near the 
stern, and sitting quietly on a chair was an aged, bearded patriarch 
smoking a pipe. Nick saw the red-and-gold family altar at the front 
edge of the canvas-covered shelter at the center of the junk, a vital 
part of every Tanka junk. A small joss stick burned in a little shrine 
beside the altar, its frangrance sweet and sticky in the hot air. Now he 
could see that the woman was cooking on a small clay brazier with a 
charcoal fire. Four fish lay atop the grill. The man put down his 
fishnet as they stepped onto the catwalk leading to the junk. 

“This is the boat of the family of Lu Shi?” Nick bowed and asked. 
The man returned his bow. 

“Tt is,” he said. 


“The family of Lu Shi is twice blessed this day,” Nick said. The 
man’s eyes and face showed nothing as he answered softly. 

“Why do you say that?” 

“Because they give help and they receive help,” Nick said. 

“Then they are indeed twice blessed,” the man replied. “Please 
come aboard. We have been waiting for you.” 

“Ts everyone here going with us?” Nick asked. 

“Everyone,” Lu Shi answered. “Once we deliver you to your 
destination we have instructions to proceed to a prearranged place. 
Besides, should we be halted, it would arouse suspicion were I alone 
on my junk. The Tanka people always take their families with them 
wherever they go.” 

“What happens with us should you be stopped?” It was Alexi 
asking the question. Lu Shi motioned for them to follow into the 
covered center section of the boat, where he opened a door in the 
floor leading into the bottom of the hull. The interior of the junk was 
covered with large mats of woven rattan. 

“We deliver these mats as part of our regular work,” Lu Shi said. 
“You will be at the bottom of the pile. They will be heavy but they are 
loosely woven, as you can see, so air will filter down to you. That is 
only in the event of an emergency, of course.” 

Nick glanced around. The two boys had sat down before the little 
stove and the woman was feeding them. The old grandfather hadn’t 
moved from his perch on the stern. Only the smoke curling from his 
pipe showed he was not some Chinese carving. 

“Can you sail tonight?” Nick asked. 

“We can,” nodded Lu Shi. “But most junks do not sail far by night. 
We are not great night navigators, but if we follow the shoreline it 
should be all right.” 

“T know the plan was to sail out casually in broad daylight,” Nick 
said, “but plans have become changed. Well be back here at dusk.” 

Nick steered Alexi over the catwalk and they walked away. He cast 
a glance back at the junk. Lu Shi had seated himself with the boys to 
eat. The old man remained motionless at the stern, his pipe smoke 
lazily drifting upward in a slow spiral. In the traditional Chinese 
deference to the aged, they would undoubtedly bring the old man his 
food. Nick knew that Lu Shi was acting out of self-interest. AXE had 
no doubt promised him a safe haven and a new start for himself and 
his family. Still, he admired the man, as he would any man who had 
the imagination and the guts to risk everything on a throw of the dice. 
Perhaps Alexi was thinking the same thing, or perhaps she was caught 
up in her own thoughts. They walked back to the hotel in silence. 


Chapter IV 


When they entered his room at the hotel, Alexi exploded into 
sound. 

“Chto eto takaya?” she exclaimed. “What is this?” Nick said, 
echoing her question. “This, doll, is a room that has had it.” 

And indeed it had, for the room was a shambles. Every piece of 
furniture had been overturned, the tables upended, all Nick’s suitcases 
spilled onto the floor. The bottoms of each chair had been slashed. In 
the bedroom the mattress and spring lay on the floor, slashed and 
torn, and every bureau drawer hung open. Nick hurried into the 
bathroom. The can of shaving cream was there but a thick gob of 
cream lay on the tile. 

“They tested it to see if it was the real thing.” Nick laughed 
mirthlessly. “They searched but they didn’t find. Now I’m certain of 
one thing.” 

“I know what it is,” Alexi said. “This isn’t the work of 
professionals. It’s sloppy, terrible. Even Peking’s people are better than 
that, now that we’ve trained them. Suspicious that you are an agent, 
they wouldn’t have wasted so much effort on tearing up the obvious. 
They’d have known better.” 

“Exactly,” Nick said grimly. “Which means that Hu Tsan has got 
wind something is up and he has his men seeking clues.” 

“How did he find out, I wonder,” Alexi mused. 

“Maybe his men got hold of the same informant we did. Or maybe 
some small fry told what little he knew. In any case, he can only know 
that AXE is sending someone in for something. But it means he’ll be 
on the alert, and that’s bad.” 

“Tm glad we sail tonight,” Alexi said. 

“We’ve three hours to wait,” Nick said. “I think Pll wait it out right 
here. You’re welcome to stay here with me. We can pick up whatever 
you're bringing when we leave.” 

“No, I'll go back to my place and meet you later. I’ve things to 
destroy there. Only I was thinking, we’ve enough time ...” 

She left the sentence unfinished but her eyes, quickly turning 
away, had said something of their own. 

“Enough time to what?” Nick asked, knowing the answer. But 
Alexi turned away. 

“No, nothing,” she said. “It was not a good idea.” 

He reached out and pulled her around roughly. 

“Tell me,” he demanded. “What wasn’t a good idea? Say it. Or do 
you want me to say it for you?” 


He pressed his mouth against hers, roughly, commandingly. For an 
instant her body pressed into his and then she pulled back, searching 
his eyes with hers. 

“T just suddenly thought that perhaps this might be the last time 
you and I could ...” 

“.,. make love to each other?” he finished it for her. 

“Maybe to anybody,” she said, her face serious, perhaps a little 
sad. She was right, of course. From here on in it would be unlikely 
they’d have the time or the place. Besides, it would be a helluva nice 
bon voyage party. His fingers gently lifting up her overblouse were 
giving her his answers. Gently he pressed her down onto the mattress 
on the floor and again it was like the afternoon before as her wildness 
gave way to the silent, intense purposefulness of her desires. How 
different from only a few hours earlier in the morning! Finally, when 
they were finished, Nick regarded her with something as close to awe 
as was possible for him. He found he had to wonder if for once he had 
met a girl whose strength of passion could match his, perhaps even 
outdo his. 

“You are a remarkable girl, Alexi Lubova,” Nick said, getting to his 
feet. Alexi looked up at him and there was a sly, secretive sort of smile 
on her lips that made him frown. Somehow, once again, he had the 
feeling that she was laughing at him, that she possessed some secret 
she hadn’t yet shared. He glanced at his watch. 

“It’s time to get started,” he said. He dressed in a one-piece 
coverall, extracting it from his clothing spilled about the room. It 
looked ordinary enough but it was both waterproof and interwoven 
with hair-thin wires that could make it into a kind of electric blanket. 
But he didn’t imagine he’d be needing that aspect of it, for it was the 
hot and humid season. Alexi, dressed now, was waching him slip the 
shaving cream can, razor and blades into a small leather pouch that 
fited at the belt of the coverall. He checked Wilhemina, his Luger, 
adjusted the straps on the haft holding the stiletto against his arm and 
slipped a small packet of white explosive powder into the pouch. 

“You are so changed suddenly, Nick Carter,” he heard the girl 
saying. 

“What are you talking about?” he asked. 

“You,” Alexi said. “Suddenly, now, you are another person, Nick 
Carter. Something that exudes from you is so different. All of a 
sudden, just like that, it is so.” 

Nick drew a deep breath and smiled at her. He knew what she 
meant and he knew she was right, of coursc. It always happened. He 
was no longer even aware of it. It was this way on every assignment. 
There was always some moment, some point at which Nick Carter the 
man was put side and Agent N3 took command completely. 


Killmaster, dedicated to achieving his objective, unswerving, single- 
minded, specialist in death. Every act, every thought, every move, no 
matter how much they might seem the same as before, were now a 
part of his objective. Every fiber of his mind and body was now 
concerned with but one thing, the successful completion of his 
mission. If there was to be tenderness, it had to be tenderness that 
didn’t interfere with his mission. If there was to be pity, it had to be 
pity that accommodated itself to his work. All the human emotions 
were now cast aside, unless they happened to fit into the pattern of his 
plan. It was an inner change that brought with it a heightening of 
every physical and mental sense. 

“Maybe you're right,” he said reassuringly to Alexi. “But we can 
put back the old Nick Carter whenever you want, okay? Now you 
better get moving.” 

“Da,” she said, reaching up and kissing him lightly. 

“You turned in that final report this morning, right?” he asked as 
she reached the door. 

“What?” the girl said. She frowned for an instant and then quickly 
recovered. “Oh, that, yes ... it’s all taken care of.” 

Nick watched her go and now the hair on the back of his neck was 
tingling. Something was wrong. Her answer was unsatisfactory and 
now he was more than alert. He felt his muscles tensing and his mind 
racing. Could he have been taken in by this girl? She had given him 
the right code when they met but that didn’t eliminate other 
possibilities. She appeared legitimate enough, but then so would any 
clever agent. She could even be a double agent. He was only sure of 
one tiling: that answer she had stumbled over was more than enough 
of an alarm for him at this stage. He had to find out before going one 
step further. 

Nick raced downstairs just in time to see her figure going up 
Hennessey Road. He ran up a small street that paralleled Hennessey 
and waited for her where they converged in the Wai Chan district. He 
let her go into the building and carefully moved up after her. On the 
rooftop, he saw that she had already disappeared into the little shack. 
Carefully he crept over to the packing-crate door and flung it open. 
The girl whirled around and first he thought she was standing in front 
of some full-length mirror she’d somehow acquired. It was only when 
the mirror moved in different directions that he drew in his breath 
sharply and uttered an exclamation. 

“Tll be damned!” Nick swore. “Two of you!” 

Both girls laughed as they looked at each other. One came forward 
and put her hands on Nick’s chest. 

“Tm Alexi, Nick,” she said. “This is my twin sister, Anya. We’re 
identical twins, but you’ve found that out in your own way, haven’t 


you?” 

Nick shook his head. He was thinking of how this explained a lot 
of things, a whole lot of things. 

“T don’t know whether to turn you both over my knee or just 
forgive you,” Nick said, his eyes twinkling. God, they were impossible 
to tell apart. 

“We were going to tell you,” Alexi said, and now Anya was beside 
her, looking up at Nick. 

“We were,” she agreed, “but then we decided it might be fun to see 
if you could find out. Nobody ever has. We’ve been assigned to many 
jobs and no one has ever realized there were two of us. If you want to 
know how to tell us apart, I have a little mole behind my right ear.” 

“Okay, you’ve had your fun,” Nick said. “Now if you’re through 
playing jokes we have work to do.” 

“All right, Nick,” they said in unison and laughed at each other. 
Nick watched them gather their things. They were, like himself, going 
to travel light. As he watched them, twin monuments of beauty, he 
wondered just how many things they shared with each other. It was 
obvious they were very close. Actually, he thought, it had not been a 
one-way joke. He had enjoyed it thoroughly too. And, honey, he said 
silently to Anya, I know another way to tell you apart. 


Chapter V 


Dusk made the quays of the Yau Ma Tai typhoon shelter appear 
even more teeming and jammed than they usually were. The half light 
let the sampans and junks blend together but highlighted each mast 
and spar until it seemed a jungle of bare poles rising from the water. 
Hurrying along the dockside, Nick glanced at the twins beside him. He 
had watched them strap small but effective Berettas into shoulder 
holsters easily hidden under their loose overblouses. Something in the 
way they had strapped narrow leather pouches around their waists, 
each with a small, wide-bladed knife, and each with two 
compartments for special equipment, had given him a feeling of 
reassurance. These girls would carry their own weight, he was 
confident. 

“There it is,” Alexi said as the blue hull of the Lu Shi family junk 
came into sight. “Look, the old man is still sitting in his chair at the 
stern. I wonder if he stays there when they sail too.” 

Suddenly Nick stopped, touching Alexi’s arm lightly. She looked up 
at the small furrow creasing the heavy brows. 

“Hold it,” he said softly, eyes narrowed, piercing, intense in their 
probing concentration, the hunter alert to every little movement and 
sign. 

“Chto?” Anya asked. “What is it?” 

“T’m not sure,” Nick said. “But something is wrong.” 

“Why do you say that?” Anya persisted. “I can see no one else 
aboard. That looks like Lu Shi and the two boys. Certainly that is the 
old man.” 

“That’s the old man, all right,” Nick answered. “The others you 
can’t really see clearly from here. But something is wrong. Look, Alexi, 
you go on ahead and stand on the quay near the junk. Act as though 
you’re looking for us and just wait there.” 

“And what do we do?” Anya asked. 

“We go this way,” Nick said, moving quickly out onto one of the 
hundreds of catwalks that extended from the quay out into the water 
to the moored rows of junks. At the very end of the catwalk he slipped 
silently into the water, treading water quietly while Anya came up 
alongside him. With his eyes he motioned for her to follow him as, 
cautiously and silently, he moved through the water taxis, sampans 
and junks, threading his way among their hulls. The water was murky, 
tepid and filled with refuse and oil. They swam silently, moving from 
junk to junk, taking care to stay unseen, close under the prows until 
the blue-hulled shape of the Lu Shi craft loomed up before them. Nick 


motioned Anya to wait and swam alongside till he was abreast of the 
stern and could look up at the old man seated on the deck in the stiff- 
backed chair. The old man’s eyes were staring straight ahead in the 
unwavering, sightless stare of death. Nick could see the thin cord that 
encircled the frail chest, keeping the figure propped up stiffly in the 
chair. 

As he swam back to where she waited, Anya didn’t need to ask 
what he’d found. His eyes, not merely grim but carrying in their steel- 
blue orbs a deadly promise, gave her the answer. 

Anya immediately swam around the end of the boat to the other 
side and simultaneously they pulled themselves up on the edge of the 
low hull. Nick nodded his head toward the round-topped canvas 
covering at the center of the junk. A loose cloth hung down from the 
rear of it. On tiptoes, testing every board before stepping firmly on it, 
Nick and the girl crawled to the canvas flap. Nick lifted the edge of it 
to see the two men waiting inside, facing the bow where the other 
three clothed as Lu Shi and his two sons also waited. Nick, glancing at 
Anya, saw that she had extracted from inside her blouse a thin curl of 
wire which she now held in a semicircle. He had been going to use his 
friend Hugo, nestled securely on his forearm, but his hand had found a 
length of round pole and he decided that would do well enough. 

He looked at Anya, gave a quick nod and they leaped forward as 
one. Out of the corner of his eye, Nick saw the girl move with the 
decisive, assured skill of a highly trained operative as he crashed the 
pole into the head of his target with bone-shattering force. He heard a 
gasp from Anya’s man and then he was done for. But the noise of the 
pole had caused the three on the foredeck to spin around. Nick met 
their charge with a flying tackle that caught the tallest one around the 
knees and sent them all sprawling onto the deck. He felt the third 
one’s hands grabbing at his neck and then suddenly they were gone 
and he heard the man’s half scream of pain. The girl was good, he 
grinned to himself, rolling sideways to avoid a boot in the face. The 
tall one, on his knees, made a clumsy leap for Nick and missed. Nick 
smashed his head into the deck and then drove his forearm deep and 
hard against the man’s throat. He felt the thyroid cartilage of the 
larynx collapse and the head fall limply to one side. 

As he lifted his arm he heard the heavy thud of a body hit the 
wooden floorboards at his elbow. It was the last of their opponents 
and he lay there in the heap-of-old-clothes finality of the dead. 

Nick looked up to see Alexi standing beside Anya. 

“T jumped aboard as soon as I saw the fight start,” she said. Nick 
got to his feet. The figure of the old man still sat forward on the deck, 
undisturbed, untouched, a silent epitaph to the dirty business. 

“How did you know, Nick?” Alexi asked. “What told you 


something was wrong?” 

“The figure of the old man,” Nick answered. “He was there, all 
right, but closer to the stern than he had been and, most important, 
there was no pipe smoke curling up around him from his pipe. That 
was the one thing I remembered from this morning, that curl of smoke 
from his pipe. It was a part of him.” 

“What now?” Anya asked. 

“We'll put these three in the hold and leave the old man where he 
is,” Nick said. “It’s certain that when these boys don’t report back 
they’ll be sending someone else down to find out what’s happened. 
When he sees the decoy, the old man, still out there in place, chances 
are he’ll figure they may be waiting out of sight and he’ll hold back. 
Maybe we can gain another hour or so, and we can use every minute 
of it.” 

“But we can’t continue as planned,” Anya said, helping Nick to roll 
the tall one into the hold. “They will surely have tortured Lu Shi by 
now and learned where we intended to land. When they find we’ve 
slipped away from here they’ll be waiting for us there at Humenehai.” 

“Only we won’t be there, honey. An alternate plan was prepared 
just in case something like this went wrong. It will mean a longer trek 
back to the Can-ton-Kowloon tracks, but that can’t be helped. Well sail 
up the other coast, go into Taya Wan and land just below Nimshan.” 

Nick knew that AXE would know he was using the alternate plan 
when Lu Shi failed to appear in the Hu Channel. It would also serve to 
alert them that all was not going as planned. He got a macabre 
satisfaction out of knowing it would give Hawk some worried, 
sleepless nights too. Nick also knew that Doctor Hu Tsan would be 
getting fidgety, as well, and that was going to make their task more 
difficult. His eyes flicked over the jungle of masts. 

“We have to get us another junk, and fast,” he said. Suddenly he 
focused on a junk moored in the bay. 

“That one,” he breathed softly. “Perfect.” 

“That big one?” Alexi asked incredulously, her eyes sweeping over 
a large, three-masted, high-sterned boat freshly painted and decorated 
with Dragon of the Water motifs. “That’s twice as big as any of the 
others. Maybe more than twice.” 

“We can handle it,” Nick said. “And make better time. But most of 
all, it’s not a Tanka junk and if they’re looking for us they’ll be looking 
for another Tanka junk. That’s a Foochow junk from Fukien Province 
just up the coast in the direction we'll be going. They use them to 
carry timber and oil drums. Itll be a natural tiling for it to be 
traveling north up the coast.” 

Nick went to the stern of the junk and lowered himself into the 
water once again. 


“Come on,” he said. “It’s not a family junk. They carry crews and 
they’re no doubt ashore. There’s probably only a watchman on board 
now.” 

Nick struck out for the junk with the girls swimming alongside 
him. Reaching the large craft, he circled slowly. Only one man could 
be seen aboard, a thick-set, bald Chinese seaman. He was seated 
against the mast beside a small deckhouse, seemingly asleep. A rope 
ladder had conveniently been left dangling over the side of the junk— 
another sign that the crew was no doubt ashore. Nick headed for it 
but Anya reached it first and pulled herself up. When Nick swung one 
leg over the edge of the rail, Anya was on the deck of the junk, 
creeping toward the watchman in a half crouch. 

She was within six feet of her quarry when the man erupted into 
life with an ear-splitting roar and Nick saw that in one hand he held a 
long-handled ax that had been hidden out of sight between his body 
and the mast. Anya dropped to one knee as the ax blade whistled 
through the air in an arc, the edge of the blade brushing the top of her 
hair. Anya leaped forward like a tigress to pin the man’s arms at his 
sides before he could bring the ax up and around again. 

The force of her leap sent them both crashing against the base of 
the mast, with Anya’s head buried against the chest of the watchman. 
They struck the mast and she heard the swish of air followed by a soft 
thud as the man’s body suddenly sagged in her grip. Still holding his 
arms pinned to his sides, she turned her head slightly to see the 
handle of the stiletto jutting out from beween the man’s eyes. Nick 
was beside her, retrieving his blade, as she stepped back with a 
shudder. 

“That was too close,” she complained. “A fraction of an inch and 
you might have sent that into me.” 

“Well, there are two of you, aren’t there?” Nick answered casually. 
He saw the fire leap into her eyes and her shoulder twitch as she 
started to bring her hand up in a slap. Then she thought she saw the 
twinkle in those steel eyes and she pursed her lips and stomped off. 
Nick laughed inwardly. He knew she’d never be completely sure 
whether he’d meant that or not. 

“Let’s get the show on the road,” Nick said, shoving the seaman 
over the side. 

“What?” both girls asked at once. 

“Sorry,” Nick laughed. “An American show-business term that 
means let’s get moving. We’ve a lot to do. I want to be off Nimshan by 
dawn.” 

They quickly hoisted all three sails which, Nick noted, were 
typically patched and loose fitting. But in the wind that had come up 
with the night they pulled well enough and soon they had cleared 


Victoria Harbor, passed Quarry Point and were heading around Tung 
Lung Island. Alexi found dry clothes for everyone below deck and 
hung theirs out to dry in the night air. Nick gave the girls a 
rudimentary explanation on how to follow a course by the stars and 
they each took turns at the tiller, sleeping below in two-hour shifts. 

It was four in the morning and Nick was at the tiller when the 
patrol boat appeared. Nick heard it first, the throb of powerful engines 
echoing over the water. Then he saw its running lights flickering in 
the dark, growing brighter and steadier as it neared. The night was a 
dark one, overcast with no moon, yet he knew the dark bulk of the 
junk would not go unnoticed. He stayed hunched over the tiller and 
held his course. As the patrol boat neared, he saw the powerful 
searchlight flash on and survey the junk. The boat circled the junk 
once, flicked off the spotlight and sped away. Instantly Anya and Alexi 
were on deck. 

“Just a routine check, for the moment,” Nick told them. “But I’ve a 
nasty feeling they’ll be back and the next time they’ll be looking for 
us.” 

“Surely by now Hu Tsan’s men have discovered we’ve slipped out 
of their trap,” Anya said. 

“Yes, and by now the crew has returned, found this old tub missing 
and reported it to the harbor police. But Hu Tsan’s men haven’t made 
the connection yet. As soon as they do they’ll be on the radio to every 
shore patrol boat. That might happen in hours from now or in five 
minutes. We’ve got to prepare for the worst. We may have to ditch 
this floating palace before we’re ready to do so. On a deep-water junk 
like this there’s usually some kind of life raft. You two go up forward 
and see if you can find one.” 

A few minutes later a shout from the forward deck told Nick they 
had found it. 

“Unlash it and set it against the gunwale,” he called back. “There 
should be a paddle with it. Check it out. And bring our clothes when 
you come “ 

When they returned, Nick changed quickly and steadied the wheel 
while he watched Alexi and Anya, their bodies softly white in the 
darkness like two alabaster statues. Once again he was struck by the 
absolute symmetry of their figures, the matching curve of each full 
breast, the identical way in which they donned their slacks and 
overblouses. But now he shifted his gaze back to the sea, thankful for 
the cloud cover which obliterated much of the moon. It made 
navigation by the stars more difficult but he had the dim outline of 
the coastline to check with. Four-thirty, he noted. High tide would be 
moving inshore, which was good. If they had to take to the raft the 
tide would carry them to shore. Alexi and Anya were sitting on the 


deck, talking quietly, when Nick held up his hand. His ears had been 
alerted, tuned to the expected sound, for the past half hour and now 
he heard it. At his signal the twins fell silent. 

“The patrol boat,” Anya said. 

“Going full out,” Nick added. “They’ll be in sight of us in six 
minutes, maybe five. One of you strap down the tiller while the other 
lowers the raft. ’m going below for a minute. I saw two fifty-gallon oil 
drums below decks. I’d hate to just run without leaving our visitors a 
little present.” 

He raced down into the hold of the junk and found the two drums 
wedged against the starboard wall. From his leather pouch he 
sprinkled a thin trail of white explosive powder over the top of one 
drum. 

“Five minutes to reach us,” Nick mused aloud. “Another minute to 
come alongside and board. They'll be cautious and moving slowly. 
That’s another minute. A half minute to discover there’s nobody on 
board, another half minute to tell the patrol boat and decide what to 
do. Let’s see now, that’s five, six, seven, seven-and-a-half, eight 
minutes.” He scooped a length of rattan from the floor of the junk, 
measured it with his eyes for a second, then broke off a piece. With 
his cigarette lighter he lit one end, making certain it had caught and 
was burning well, and then laid the makeshift fuse over the top of the 
oil drums with the far end touching the explosive powder. 

“That ought to do it,” he said with a flourish, “give or take a half 
minute.” 

Alexi and Anya were in the raft alongside the junk as Nick vaulted 
onto its wooden planking. They could see the spotlight of the patrol 
boat as it approached, sweeping from port to starboard and back again 
in wide arcs, searching for the telltale shape of the Foochow junk in 
the blackness. Nick took the paddle from Anya and furiously propelled 
the raft shoreward. He knew there was no chance of reaching the 
shore before the patrol boat came upon them but he wanted to put as 
much distance beween themselves and the junk as was possible. The 
outline of the gunboat was now clearly visible and Nick saw her veer, 
heard the engines throttle down as her spotlight fixed on the junk. He 
put down the paddle. 

“Lie flat and be quiet,” he breathed. Cradling his head against one 
arm, Nick stretched out flat on the raft so he could watch the patrol 
boat without raising his head. He watched as she moved alongside the 
junk. The voices carried clearly across the water-first brusque 
commands to the junk, then monosyllabic instructions and then, after 
a moment’s silence, excited yells and chattering. Then it happened. 
First the junk erupted in a geyser of exploding flame, followed almost 
instantly by successive explosions as first the deck ammo and then the 


engine room of the gunboat went up. The trio on the raft covered their 
heads as bits and pieces of junk and gunboat showered into the water 
around them. When Nick looked up, the junk and the gunboat were 
welded together in fiery union and the only sound was the hiss of 
flame meeting water. He took up the paddle and headed for shore in 
the glow of orange fight that had turned the night into a circle of 
brightness. They were nearing the dark outline of the shore when, 
with a last rush of steam, the night lapsed into darkness once again 
and all was silent. 

Nick felt the raft scrape the sand and he stepped out into the ankle- 
deep water of a soft beach. From the semicircle the hills made in the 
beginning light of dawn, he estimated they were just about dead 
center in Taya Wan, the small cove just below Nimshan. Not bad, all 
things considered. They pulled the raft into a patch of rough brush 
some fifty feet from the beach and Nick’s mind probed into his total 
recall as he envisaged the map and briefing he had received at AXE 
headquarters. 

The picture of the relief map appeared in his mind and he heard 
the voice of the specialist. Nick looked at the rise of hills that rimmed 
the cove. This would be gently rolling terrain, the bottom of the Kai 
Lung mountain range to the north. That meant they would have to 
head south to hook onto the tracks of the Canton-Kowloon railway. 
They would be traveling over terrain much like Ohio, hilly but not 
mountainous. 

Anya and Alexi carried their papers as Albanian art students and 
he carried those of a journalist from a British newspaper with 
notoriously leftist leanings. But events, Nick felt, had made it too risky 
to try getting by with them. The false papers might save them if they 
chanced to be picked up by some local gendarmes, but the object was 
not to be picked up at all. They were running late now. Precious hours 
and days were dwindling and they’d lose still another whole day by 
having to double back to the rail line. No, it wasn’t worth the risk. 

“If we can find cover,” Nick told the twins, “we’ll move by day. 
Otherwise we’ll sleep and travel by night. We’ll give it a go and see 
what happens.” 


Chapter VI 


The ground-eating lope Nick set as a pace was a stride he had 
perfected years ago. Neither a walk nor a run, it had a little of each 
and embodied the best principles of dynamic tension, the action of the 
muscles being used to strengthen and stretch at once. Body slightly 
crouched and loose, he had perfected it by watching both long- 
distance walkers and runners. Looking back now, he saw that the girls 
had quickly caught on and were falling into the rhythm of the stride. 

The heat of the sun had come up fast and was becoming an 
oppressive blanket. Nick felt his own pace slowing but he kept 
doggedly on. The sun grew hotter and the countryside hilly and the 
trail rougher. He saw that Alexi and Anya were mirroring the pain in 
their legs by the effort they needed to climb that last hillock, and he 
decided to rest. They had a lot more ground to cover and he didn’t 
want them exhausted when they got where they were going. Besides, 
the lope and the pace took a little getting used to. He stopped in a 
small hollow where the grass was high and thick. Wordlessly, but with 
gratitude in their eyes, the twins sank down in the tall grass. Nick 
looked around, his eyes searching the edges of the hollow, and then 
he laid down beside them. 

“Stretch out,” he said. “The longer you do it the easier it gets. 
You'll see. The muscles work themselves out.” 

“Da,” Anya breathed but she didn’t sound convinced. Nick closed 
his eyes and timed his inner alarm clock for twenty minutes. The grass 
moved gently in an occasional soft breeze and the sun burned down 
on them. Nick didn’t know how long it had been but he knew it hadn’t 
been twenty minutes when his eyes blinked open. It wasn’t his built-in 
alarm clock but the sixth sense of danger, of being watched, that had 
brought him to wakefulness. He sat up and saw the small figure 
standing about six feet away, looking at them. A boy, somewhere from 
ten to twelve years old, Nick guessed. As Nick sat up the boy broke 
and ran like a fleeing hare. 

“Dammit!” Nick cursed as he sprang to his feet. The girls were on 
theirs in an instant. 

“A kid!” he rasped out. “Spread out. He mustn’t get away.” 

They fanned out and quickly covered the little hollow, but without 
results. The boy was gone. 

“The little bastard’s got to be around here someplace and we’ve got 
to find him. Come on,” Nick said, angry at the world. “He’s probably 
on the other side of the ridge now.” 

Nick ran up over the small ridge and looked about, his eyes 


searching the brush and the trees for any sign of moving leaves or 
sudden motion but there was none. Where had he suddenly appeared 
from and where had he gone? The little devil knew the area, that was 
for sure, by the way he vanished. Alexi had moved almost out of sight 
along the left crest of the ridge when Nick heard her whistle softly. 
She was crouched on the ridge when he reached her and, following 
her gaze, he saw a small farmhouse nestled close beside a large 
Chinese elm. Behind the house was a fair-sized pigpen with a herd of 
small brown pigs in it. 

“That must be it, all right,” Nick grunted. “Let’s go find out.” 

“Wait,” Anya said. “What if he did see us? He was probably just as 
frightened as we were annoyed. Why don’t we just go on?” 

“No dice,” Nick said, his eyes cold and hard. “The government has 
turned everybody into an informer in this paradise. By hightailing it to 
some local official and telling him he saw three foreigners, the kid’ll 
probably get as much money as his old man will make out of that flea- 
bitten farm in six months.” 

Nick didn’t wait for comment. He was sliding and racing down the 
ridge toward the farmhouse. He heard Anya and Alexi following. He 
didn’t waste time on caution as he burst through the door of the house 
and found himself inside a large all-purpose room with beds, table and 
fireplace kitchen all in one. Ony a woman stood there, impassive, 
revealing nothing in her face or eyes. 

“Watch her,” Nick said to the girls as he brushed by her and 
searched the rest of the house. The two small adjoining rooms held 
nothing, but there was a back door in one and Nick spied a small 
woodshed outside. In a minute he was back, pushing before him the 
small, sullen-faced boy. 

“Who else lives here?” he asked in Cantonese. 

“Nobody,” the kid spit back at him. Nick slapped him hard enough 
to send him spinning into a corner. Picking the boy up by the shirt, 
Nick raised his huge hand again. 

“You're a little liar,” he said. “I saw the clothing of a man in the 
other room. Answer me or Ill knock your little head off.” 

“Let him go, please.” 

It was the woman talking. Nick let the boy slump to the floor. 

“My husband lives here,” she said. 

“Where is he?” Nick asked, brusquely. 

“Don’t tell him,” the boy screamed. 

Nick picked him up by the hair and he let out a cry of pain. 

“He has left,” the woman quickly said. “For the village.” 

“When?” Nick asked, placing the kid on the floor. 

“A few minutes ago,” she said. 

“The boy told you he had seen us and your husband’s off and 


running to report it, right?” Nick said. 

“He is a good man,” the woman said. “The boy goes to the 
government school. They tell him he must report everything he sees. 
My husband did not want to go but the boy would tell it to his 
teachers if he did not.” 

“Nice kid,” Nick commented. He wasn’t completely buying the 
woman’s story. The part about the kid was undoubtedly true enough 
but her husband might be just as hungry for a little information 
money. 

“How far is the village?” he questioned. 

“Two miles down the road.” 

“Watch them,” Nick commanded Alexi and Anya. “Tie them up, 
especially that little bastard.” 

Two miles, Nick thought as he raced out onto the road. It should 
give him plenty of time to catch the man. Chances were he wouldn’t 
figure he was being followed and would take his time. The road was 
dry dust and Nick felt his lungs filling up with it. He shifted to the 
edge by the brush. It was a little slower but he wanted his lungs clear 
for what lay ahead yet. He came upon the farmer just over a small rise 
in the road, about a half mile ahead. The man turned as he heard 
Nick’s footsteps and Nick saw he was heavy-set, thick of shoulder and, 
more important, carried an ugly long-bladed scythe in one hand. 

The farmer moved toward Nick, scythe upraised. Calling on all his 
sketchy knowledge of the Cantonese dialect, Nick tried to reason with 
the man. He managed to convey that he wanted to talk and not to 
bring harm. But the farmer’s solid, flat, peasant face did not change 
expression as he continued to move forward. It was rapidly becoming 
clear that the man was thinking of the reward he would receive for 
bringing in one of the foreigners. With surprising lightness of foot the 
farmer leaped forward and sent the scythe slashing through the air. 
Nick just managed to fall backward as the blade grazed his shoulder. 
With the quickness of a cat he rolled over once and was back on his 
feet. Stolidly the farmer pressed forward as Nick circled, moving 
backward slowly. 

He didn’t dare end it with a shot from his Luger. God knows what 
the sound of a shot might bring down on them. The scythe whirled 
again and Nick felt the swoosh of air as the blade passed a hair’s 
breadth from his face. Now the farmer was sweeping the long blade 
back and forth without stop, as though he were cutting grass, and 
Nick gave ground. The scythe was turning out to be an ugly weapon, 
its rapid back-and-forth motion giving him no chance to leap in. The 
farmer had deftly circled so that Nick suddenly realized he was being 
forced back off the road into a clump of trees. Once there, he would 
be an easy target. He needed something to interrupt the slashing 


movement of the scythe. A second would do it, just enough to give 
him time to get under the blade. 

Suddenly he dropped to one knee and his fingers scooped up a 
handful of dirt from the loose surface of the road. As the man leaped 
forward, Nick flung the dirt. For an instant the farmer’s eyes closed, 
the relentless swish of the scythe faltered. That was all Nick needed. 
He dived under the blade, catching the man at the knees and toppling 
him like a fallen redwood. The scythe had fallen from the farmer’s 
hands as he was knocked to the ground and now the man tried to roll 
over to retrieve it but Nick was upon him like a panther. The man was 
strong though, his shoulders thickly muscled from years of hard work, 
and Nick found himself flung backward. 

On his feet but without the scythe, the farmer was no more than a 
big, strong, slow-witted brute of a kind Nick had tangled with many 
times before. Killmaster moved in quickly, feinted, avoided a crude 
roundhouse swing and caught the man flush on the jaw with a perfect 
right cross. It spun the farmer around twice as he went crashing to the 
ground. Nick, in surprise, saw the man shake his head, raise himself 
on one elbow and make a dive for where the scythe lay. He was a 
rugged customer. As he started to roll back again, the scythe in his 
hands, Nick stepped in and brought his foot down hard against the 
handle of the scythe. The blade flipped up and backward, somewhat 
like the steel rod of a mousetrap springing shut. Only there was no 
mouse, just the man’s neck, and the blade cutting into it. Small 
gurgling sounds came from the man for a moment and then it was 
over. It was just as well, Nick knew as he pulled the inert form, the 
blade still imbedded, off the road and deep into the underbrush. He 
would have had to kill him anyway. Nick turned and headed back for 
the farmhouse. 

Alexi and Anya had tied the woman’s hands behind her back and 
bound the boy hand and foot. There were no questions asked as Nick 
entered, only a small, shuddered sob from the woman as she saw his 
tall frame fill the doorway. 

“We can’t leave them to tell, either,” he said flatly. 

“Nick!” It was Alexi, but he saw the same thoughts mirrored in 
Anya’s eyes. They looked at the boy and back to Nick and he knew 
exactly what they were thinking. Spare the boy, at least. He was only 
a child. A hundred million lives depended on the success of their 
mission and this little bastard had almost ruined their chances. And 
he’d do it again if he got the opportunity. Yet to them he was but a 
child. Their maternal instinct had come bursting forth. Damn the 
maternal instinct, Nick thought. He’d always heard it could never be 
completely eliminated from the normal woman, but this was a helluva 
time for it to crop up. 


Hell, he didn’t like the idea of killing the woman and the kid 
either, but if there was another way it had to be a foolproof one. And 
one that wouldn’t take a lot of time. They were far behind schedule 
now. Nick’s mind searched for an answer. There was one possibility 
that might do. If he could be sure, if he got the right answers, he’d risk 
it. Otherwise, he knew he would finish the job efficiently and 
ruthlessly. There was no other way. 

Turning to the girls, he took them aside and told them to 
interrogate the woman. Then he picked the boy up by his shirtfront 
and carried him outside. Holding the kid up in midair, Nick’s tone left 
no room for doubt. 

“Your mother is answering the same questions inside,” he told the 
boy. “If your answers don’t agree with hers, you'll both be dead in two 
minutes. Do you understand?” 

The boy nodded his understanding and there was no more sullen 
defiance in his eyes but only naked fear. In political science class in 
school they had told him the Americans were a weak, degenerate 
people. If this cold-eyed giant were an example he would have a few 
things to tell the teacher when he went back to school. 

“Remember, only the truth can save your ratty little hide,” Nick 
barked. “Who comes by here to visit you?” 

“The man from the village market,” the boy said. 

“When does he come next?” 

“Three days from now, to buy some pigs.” 

“Anybody else before then? Your friends?” 

“No, my friends do not come until Saturday. I swear it.” 

“Your parents’ friends?” 

“They come only on Sundays.” 

Nick lowered the boy and carried him back into the house. Anya 
and Alexi were waiting. 

“The woman says they will have only one visitor,” Alexi said. “The 
man from the village market.” 

“When?” 

“In three days from now. The boy will have friends coming 
Saturday and they will have visitors Sunday. And there is a cellar to 
the house.” 

Their stories checked. Nick weighed it for a moment and made his 
decision. 

“Okay,” he grimaced. “We’ll risk it. Gag them properly, tie them 
well, and dump them in the cellar. In three days we’ll have made it or 
it won’t make any difference to anybody what they can tell. Even if 
they’re not found for a week all they’ll be is a little hungrier.” 

Nick waited while the girls put the boy and the woman into the 
cellar. Maybe someday when he grew up the kid would remember that 


an American could have killed him and didn’t. Maybe it would teach 
him something about mercy. Maybe. 


Chapter VII 


Nick set a blistering pace now. He was angry and worried. Damn, 
he told himself, there had been one delay after another. Nothing had 
gone right yet, and he wondered how long their luck would hold out. 
Was it a bad omen, all these delays and narrow escapes? He wasn’t 
superstitious, but he had been on jobs like this where things went 
from bad to worse. Not that this one needed to go worse. How much 
worse than impossible can you get? But one thing disturbed him most 
of all. Not only were they now far behind schedule, but what if Hu 
Tsan was getting nervous? He clearly knew something was in the 
wind. What if he decided to advance his own timetable? His missiles 
could be leaving their pads this very second. The free world could be 
nearing its end within minutes. Nick increased his pace. There was 
nothing else to do but go on and hope for time. 

In his breakneck pace through the wooded terrain, staying off 
traveled roadways, he almost burst through the brush onto the dirt 
road before he knew it. He dropped flat behind the bushes just in 
time. Before them, halted beside a low-roofed building, was a ten- 
truck convoy of Chinese regular army trucks. The building was some 
kind of food supply station; soldiers entered to re-emerge in moments 
with flat, pancake-like objects in their hands. Probably dried bean 
cakes, Nick surmised. There were only two soldiers to each truck, a 
driver and a helper. They were obviously either going to pick up men 
or had just transported them. The lead trucks were starting to pull out 
already. 

“That last truck,” Nick whispered. “By the time he starts to pull out 
the others will have gone around that curve up ahead. It’s pretty nervy 
but it might just work. Besides, we’ve run out of time for being 
careful.” 

Both girls nodded, eyes bright. Danger really animated the little 
hellions, Nick noted grimly. That and something else! The roar of 
departing trucks filled the air and the last one waited as the two 
soldiers walked from the building, hands loaded with bean cakes. Nick 
and Alexi struck swiftly and silently, dashing from the bushes. The 
men never knew what hit them. Anya had gone into the building to 
check if there was anyone inside it. There wasn’t and she came out 
with more bean cakes as Nick dumped the two soldiers into the rear of 
the truck. Anya stayed in the rear while Alexi got into the cab with 
him and they roared off after the convoy. Anya passed them bean 
cakes through the opening at the rear of the cab. 

“How long do we stay with them?” Alexi asked, munching on her 


bean cake, eyes shining. 

“As long as they’re going in the right direction for us. If they stay 
on it we'll be getting a break. It’s about time too.” 

“This is fun,” Alexi laughed. “Sort of like holding a tiger by the 
tail.” 

Nick had to laugh in agreement and was happy that the tiger held 
its southbound course for most of the day. The afternoon shadows 
were lengthening when Nick saw the sign: Tintongwai. That would 
mean they were only a few miles from the Canton-Kowloon rail line. 
Suddenly the convoy swung onto a fork in the road and began to 
move northward. 

“Tt’s time for us to let go of the tiger’s tail,” Nick said. “But if we 
just take off by ourselves we’ll have them back looking all over the 
country for us.” 

Peering ahead at the lead truck, Nick saw they were climbing a 
steep, narrow road that leveled off over the edge of a sharp drop. At 
the bottom of the drop was a narrow lake. 

“That’s us,” he said. “I’m going to slow down and fall back. When I 
say so, you two jump. Ready now ... ready... okay, go!” 

As the girls cleared the truck, Nick spun the wheel viciously to the 
right, waiting till he felt the front wheels go over the edge of the road 
before he half fell, half jumped out of the cab. As the splash of the 
truck hitting the water echoed in the hills, the convoy screeched to a 
halt. But Nick and the twins were running, cutting through a small 
gulley. They were safely away when they paused to rest near a low 
hill which rose up before them. 

“We could have been two days getting here,” Nick said. “Now that 
we’ve made up some time, let’s not louse it up by getting careless. The 
rail line should be just over that hill. The main freight runs twice daily 
—morning and early evening. If our calculations are correct, Hu 
Tsan’s men should be picking up supplies from it somewhere in this 
area. All we can do is wait and see.” 

Crawling to the ridge of the hill, Nick couldn’t avoid a certain 
smug satisfaction at seeing the double row of gleaming tracks that 
stretched out before him. They moved down from the ridge to a 
formation of rocks almost at the level of the tracks but affording both 
cover and a vantage point. They had hardly settled themselves when 
the staccato roar of motorcycles resounded and three cyclists raced 
from a road in the hills and skidded to a dusty halt. They wore 
uniforms not unlike those of the Chinese regular army tunics, but the 
colors were different—blue-gray trousers with cream-white tunics and 
visored helmets to match. On their tunic collars and helmets an 
orange rocket insignia was emblazoned. Hu Tsan’s special forces, Nick 
guessed. Lips tight, he watched the cyclists as they dismounted, 


unfolded portable metal detectors and began a systematic inspection 
of the tracks. 

“Ehto mne nie nrahvista,” he heard Anya whisper to Alexi. 

“T don’t like it either,” Nick answered. “It means Hu Tsan has 
definitely learned I’ve slipped through his men. He’s taking no chances 
on anything. Obviously, he’s expecting supplies and he doesn’t want 
them sabotaged.” 

Nick felt his hands wet with perspiration and he rubbed them 
against his trousers. It wasn’t the tension of the moment but his 
thoughts of what lay ahead. Once again he was seeing more than 
there was to be seen, calculating the future before it happened, trying 
to prepare for anything that might come. The cyclists indicated the 
caution Hu Tsan was exercising. That meant his one ace in the hole 
was gone, Nick knew—the element of complete surprise. To get into 
the compound it might be necessary to sacrifice one or both of his 
lovely helpers. Nick’s jaw muscles tightened. If it had to come to that, 
he knew what the answer would be. They were expendable. He was 
expendable. An unsuspecting world depended on that unpleasant fact. 

It had grown dark as the cyclists completed their inspection. Two 
of them set a trail of flares neatly alongside the tracks while the third 
one called in on a walkie-talkie. In the distance Nick heard the sound 
of truck engines coming to life and within minutes six heavy-duty 
panel lorries swept into view, circled and backed up to the tracks. As 
they cut their engines, Nick heard another sound in the night, the 
steady puffing of a locomotive drawing near. In the unsteady light of 
the flares the train came into view, its yellow headlight the single eye 
of a dark, winding snake. As it neared, Nick saw the locomotive take 
shape, a Chinese version of a big 2-10-2 Santa Fe, higher of cab and 
with more front overhang. 

The huge engine ground to a halt, spewing forth clouds of steam 
that assumed eerie, foglike shapes in the light of the flares. Crates, 
cartons and sacks were quickly unloaded onto the waiting trucks. Nick 
caught glimpses of rice, flour, noodles and vegetables. Sides of frozen 
beef and pork were tossed onto the nearest truck, followed by slabs of 
lard. Hu Tsan’s elite forces were eating well, it was clear to see. 
Peking was constantly battling famine and food shortages, yet there 
was always plenty for the elite of the People’s Government. Perhaps if 
he did the job properly he could help alleviate the food shortage for 
the Chinese people by a slight reduction in population. He didn’t plan 
to wait around for expressions of gratitude, though. 

Hu Tsan’s men worked efficiently and the whole process took less 
than fifteen minutes. With a great rush of air and steam the 
locomotive began to move off, the trucks roared away and the flares 
flickered out. The cyclists, acting as a rear guard, revved their cycles 


and prepared to follow the trucks. Nick felt Anya’s nudge. 

“We each have our knives,” she whispered. “We are not marksmen 
like you, Nick, but good enough. We could each get one as they rode 
by and then use their motorbikes.” 

Nick frowned at her. “They’re certainly expected to check in,” he 
said. “What happens when they don’t show up? Why not just send Hu 
Tsan a note saying we’re here in his backyard?” 

He saw Anya’s face flush in the dark. He hadn’t meant to cut so 
harshly. She was trying but he saw she too reflected that major flaw in 
Soviet training, that big hole he’d come upon many times before in 
their operatives. They were top flight in action situations; they moved 
fast, did the right thing, showed plenty of guts. But they were 
woefully weak on even short-range, individual planning. Moscow still 
mistrusted individual initiative and the agents showed it in their lack 
of foresight. He squeezed Anya’s shoulders gently, his fingers both 
comforting and reassuring. 

“Okay, we all make mistakes,” he said softly. “Come on, we'll 
follow their tire tracks.” 

The sound of the cycles had died away but the treads of the heavy 
trucks were easy to see in the dirt of the road. They were helped by 
the happy fact that the road, while curving and hilly, was almost 
without turnoffs or forks. As they moved steadily, pausing only for the 
briefest rest periods, Nick estimated they were making about seven 
miles an hour, a better than good pace. By four o’clock in the morning 
he guessed they had covered approximately forty miles, and he began 
to slow down. His own legs, trained and muscled as they were, now 
felt the strain and he saw the taut, drawn faces of Alexi and Anya. But 
he was slowing down for another, more important reason. That ever- 
present, ever-active extrasensory perception that was a built-in part of 
the organism called Nick Carter, Agent N3, was sending out its signals 
again. It was time they were nearing where Hu Tsan’s complex was 
calculated to be and now Nick’s eyes were following the tire marks 
like a bloodhound following a scent. Suddenly he stopped, dropping to 
one knee on the road. Alexi and Anya sank down beside him. 

“My legs,” she gasped. “I can’t go much farther, Nick.” 

“You won’t have to,” he said, gesturing to the road where the tire 
treads had ended in a meaningless expanse of scattered dust and dirt. 

“What does it mean?” Alexi asked. “They didn’t all just disappear 
here.” 

“No,” Nick said, “but they came to a stop here. When they all 
started up again they scattered the dirt around, which obliterated the 
tire marks. All of which means one thing. There’s a checkpoint just up 
ahead someplace.” 

Nick moved to the edge of the tree-lined road and dropped to the 


ground, motioning for the girls to follow. Inch by inch he crawled 
forward on his belly, eyes scanning the trees on both sides of the road 
until he spied them—two thin saplings directly opposite each other. 
He let his eyes run up and down the trunk of the nearest one until he 
picked out the small round object strapped to it, some four feet from 
the ground. The opposite sapling held its counterpart. 

Nick saw that Alexi and Anya had both seen the electric eye too. 
Moving to the tree, he saw the thin wire running down the side of the 
trunk and disappearing up the road. There was no question now. This 
was it, the outer perimeter of Hu Tsan’s area. The electric eye was 
clever, better than armed guards who could be seen and perhaps 
overpowered. Anyone passing up the road without a prearranged time 
check obviously triggered an alarm deeper into the area. They could 
slip behind the electronic watchdog and continue on, but there would 
undoubtedly be more checkpoints and finally guard-posts, perhaps a 
patrol. Besides, it would be dawn soon and they had to find cover for 
the daylight hours. 

Nick turned and struck out into the woods, following the steep rise 
of the hillside. The woods were dense, tangled vines and thick 
underbrush, for which he was grateful. It meant slow traveling but 
good cover. When they reached the top of the hill the sky was already 
lightening and with the early dawn, taking shape in the gathering 
fight, the compound stretched out before their eyes. 

Set in a recessed area surrounded by low hills, the compound 
looked at first glance like some giant football field, only this football 
field was surrounded also by double-thick rows of barbed wire. In the 
center, sunk into the ground, were the missile silos. From where they 
crouched they could look down to see the thin, pointed snouts of the 
missiles—seven deadly nuclear arrows destined to change the shape of 
the world forever. Nick, flat behind the brush, surveyed the scene as 
the light grew stronger. 

The silos were concrete, of course, but he saw that the concrete 
apron extended not more than sixty or seventy feet on all sides. 
Slipping the detonators into the ground at the edge of the apron 
would be plenty close enough. Each silo was a good hundred yards 
from the others, which meant that planting the detonators would take 
time and luck, two things they would have little of. The vestiges of 
various plans he had entertained were fading rapidly as he looked 
over the scene. 

He had thought of slipping into the compound silently in the dead 
of night and, perhaps with a borrowed uniform, move from silo to silo 
to plant the detonators. But that was out. There were two and three 
guards stationed at the front edge of each silo, in addition to those 
patrolling the perimeter itself. There was a wide wooden main gate at 


the far edge of the place and, directly beneath where they crouched, a 
smaller gateway of wood cut out in the barbed wire. A guard paced 
the four feet in front of the gate. He wouldn’t be the problem; it was 
those inside at the silos. 

Facing them, at the opposite side of the complex, taking up most of 
the right half, was a long, wooden structure that was obviously the 
main troop barracks. At the right end of the area a cluster of concrete 
and brick buildings supported a tangle of antennas, radar screens, 
weather-gathering devices and signal equipment. That would be the 
operation headquarters. The first of the sun’s rays suddenly sent out a 
sharp flashing reflection and Nick looked up, over the compound to 
the hillside directly opposite them. There, atop a facing ridge, sat a 
large house and the sun had glinted off a huge expanse of glass, a long 
window that ran the entire front of the house. The face of the house 
was quite modern, with the window slightly convex, but above it the 
second floor and the rooftop was pagodalike in traditional Chinese 
architecture, painted in black with red borders. It had plainly been 
built to survey the entire complex. 

Moving back to the compound itself, Nick found his mind clicking 
off detail after detail. Like a photographic film his mind was 
imprinting every item— the number of gates, the position of the 
guards at the silos, the distance from the barbed wire to the first row 
of silos and a hundred other details. All were understandable and 
recognizably part of the compound’s operation. All but one thing. 
Circling the four sides of the compound, just inside the barbed wire, 
were a series of flat metal discs set into the ground. They made a 
concentric pattern around the entire complex, about six feet apart. 
Alexi and Anya were also puzzled by them. 

“T have never seen anything like them,” Anya said to Nick. “What 
do you think?” 

“Search me,” Nick said. “They’re flush with the ground and they 
seem to be metal.” 

“They could be anything,” Alexi commented. “Part of a drainage 
system, perhaps. Maybe there’s a large underground part we cannot 
see from here. They might be the tops of steel pillars.” 

“Yes, they could be a lot of things, but I can see one thing 
already,” Nick said. “Nobody walks on them. Everybody stays clear of 
them. That’s enough for us. Well do the same.” 

“They could be an alarm system,” Anya suggested. “Perhaps when 
stepped on they set off the alarm.” 

It was a thought, Nick admitted, but something told him it wasn’t 
quite as simple as that. But whatever they were, he knew they’d avoid 
them. There was nothing they could do now till the night came again. 
They all needed sleep badly and besides, that panoramic window of 


the house across from them was bothering him. He felt they were 
securely hidden in the tangle of brush and trees, yet he had the 
distinct feeling that the hillside was being swept by binoculars from 
the window. Crawling backward, they retreated from the crest of the 
hill as Nick searched for a spot where they could rest in safety. 
Halfway down the hillside he found it, a small cave with a tiny 
opening only large enough for one at a time to enter. Inside it opened 
up into a fairly roomy shelter. It was dank, it smelled of stale air and 
animal urine, but it was safe. He was sure that Alexi and Anya were 
too exhausted to care anyway, and it was mercifully cool. Once inside, 
both girls slipped off their overblouses as Nick stretched out on his 
back, hands behind his head. 

In surprise, he felt two heads moving over to rest on his chest and 
two soft, pliant bodies moving against his ribs. Alexi let one leg drape 
over his and Anya burrowed herself into the hollow of his shoulder. 
Anya fell asleep almost instantly while Alexi, he could feel, was still 
awake. 

“What is it like, Nick?” she murmured sleepily. 

“What is what like?” 

“Greenwich Village?” the girl answered, more of a half murmur 
than anything else. Her voice was fuzzy, trailing off. “What’s it like to 
live in America?” she murmured. “Are there many go-go girls? Is there 
much dancing?” 

He was debating about his answer when he saw she had fallen 
asleep too, her breathing even, rhythmic. He brought his arms down 
and cradled both girls against him, their breasts a soft, sweet blanket 
on his chest. Idly he wondered what would happen if they all weren’t 
so exhausted. Finally he closed his eyes too. He had to be clearheaded 
tomorrow. There would be a lot of decisions to be made, and none of 
them would be terribly pleasant ones, he knew. 


Chapter VIII 


Nick awakened first and his movement stirred Alexi and Anya into 
consciousness. Actually he had awakened once before, a few hours 
earlier, when his sensitive ears caught the sounds of a patrol in the 
distance. He had lain motionless and the sounds faded away and he 
returned to sleep. But now he stretched and the twins lifted their 
heads from his chest. 

“Doboe utro,” Nick said, though it was midafter-noon. 

“Good morning,” Alexi answered, shaking her short blond hair the 
way a dog shakes itself dry, vigorously and thoroughly. 

“Tll go out first and check,” Nick said. “You two can follow in five 
minutes if you don’t hear anything.” 

Nick crawled through the small opening of the cave. He waited 
quietly at the mouth to let his eyes grow used to the brightness of 
daylight. There were no sounds but the sounds of the woods, and he 
got to his feet. They would stay away from the ridge until dusk. The 
woods were thick with lush foliage, bush honeysucldes, weigelas, and 
the delicate red blossoms of hibiscus. A trail of golden forsythia led 
into the deep thickets. How incongruous, Nick mused, this lovely, 
idyllic, tranquil place and, on the other side of the hill, seven 
instruments of death and destruction lying in wait to annihilate 
millions of people. 

He heard the sound of water and, exploring, found a small stream 
running down the hillside behind the cave. He decided to wash and 
shave in the cool water. A shave always refreshed him. Stripping, he 
lay down in the stream and bathed in the water. He had just finished 
shaving when he saw Alexi and Anya carefully poking through the 
woods, searching for him. He waved an arm at them and they came 
with subdued squeals of delight. In moments they were in the stream 
as Nick, dressing, watched them. From a tree nearby he plucked three 
bright, red, roundish fruits, tossing one to each girl and biting into the 
third himself. 

“Mmmmmm—persimmon,” Anya cried. It was sweet and tart and 
refreshing all at once. Nick lay down in the thicket and watched the 
girls as they splashed and relaxed in the stream. Their bodies, smooth 
and glistening, were flecked with sunlight where the dense trees let 
through an occasional ray. He felt his loins stirring at the sight of their 
completely uninhibited loveliness. He wondered what they would do 
if he got up and went to them with what he was thinking. He had a 
suspicion they would respond, would be willing and compliant. 

But he knew they also knew that he wouldn’t go to them, not with 


the decisions that lay ahead of him. They hadn’t talked about this 
moment and what it might mean to them. There was really no need to 
do so. They knew that if he had to sacrifice them he. would do so 
without hesitation. That was why he had been chosen to carry out this 
mission. Nick looked away and turned his thoughts to what might be 
ahead for them. 

His mind flashed on a picture, the picture of the compound as they 
had seen it only a few short hours ago. As he examined the scene in 
his mind, he grew more and more grimly certain that all the plans he 
had hoped could be used were of no value. In the fight of what he had 
found he had to come up with something on the spot. There wasn’t 
even a good concrete wall around the place that might afford them 
some sort of cover to use in approaching. Frankly, if it would make Hu 
Tsan less alert, he had considered sending Anya and Alexi down to be 
caught and then going in himself. But it would avail him nothing, now 
that he had seen the layout. With guards at each silo, the problem was 
no longer one of just lulling Hu Tsan into a sense of false security. The 
problem now was infinitely more complicated. They had to get to the 
gate in view of open, barbed-wire fencing. Then they had to get into 
the compound somehow and, lastly, they had to have the time to plant 
the detonators. With each silo guarded, there was only one possible 
way. The entire compound had to be distracted, their attention kept 
busy elsewhere. 

Anya and Alexi, dried and clothed, had come over to where he was 
stretched out in the thicket. Wordlessly they knelt down beside him 
and watched the sun disappear over the top of the hill. It was time to 
move. Nick began to crawl forward toward the crest of the hill, unable 
to forget the big house and the sweeping window across the way. 
When they reached the point of the hill the base stretched out before 
them, a giant panorama of bustling activity. Technicians, mechanics 
and guards were all over, some standing by, others scurrying about 
like so many ants on some ant project. Two of the missiles were going 
through an operational check as they were raised and lowered and 
then raised again in their silos. 

Nick took in every detail of the scene, hoping he could find some 
small thing that would make their task easier. But there was nothing, 
nothing at all. It would be a tight one, Nick knew, much too tight. 

“Damn!” he swore aloud, startling Alexi with its suddenness. “I 
wish I knew what in hell those damn discs were for.” 

His eyes bored at them but their plain, polished surfaces revealed 
nothing. They could well be part of an alarm system, as Anya had 
suggested, or they could be electrified grids, part of a protective 
system. Yet somehow he was uneasy about them, terribly uneasy. 
They’d have to go on without knowing, he concluded. 


“We’re going to have to create a diversion,” Nick said. “One of you 
will circle around to the far side of the compound and draw them to 
you. That’s our one chance to get in and our one chance to get the 
time to plant the detonators. We’ve got to keep them occupied long 
enough to do the job.” 

“Tll go,” they both said, but Anya was a fraction faster. Nick didn’t 
have to spell out what they all well knew. The one creating the 
diversion, drawing them after her, was certain of death, or at least 
capture which would be merely a delayed form of death. He and 
Alexi, if all went well, had the chance to slip out again. He glanced at 
Anya. Her face was expressionless and her eyes met his with a cool, 
level look. He cursed silently to himself and wished there was some 
other way. But there wasn’t. 

“T have some explosive powder you can use,” he told her. “That 
and shooting your Beretta as fast and as often as you can might be 
enough.” 

“T want to do better than that,” Anya said. “I want to give them 
something to really get excited about.” She smiled, pulled up her 
overblouse and reached into the leather belt around her waist. She 
brought out a small packet of little round pellets, red and white in 
color. A knob that appeared to be the head of a pin was fastened to 
the top of each pellet. Other than that they looked like something you 
would take for a cold. 

“Fach of these little pellets is the equivalent of two hand 
grenades,” she said. “Removing the little pin triggers them. They 
actually work on much the same principle as a hand grenade but they 
are made of compressed transuranium elements. You see, Nick Carter, 
we too have a knowledge of microchemistry.” 

“T’m glad, believe me,” Nick smiled. “From here on we'll be on our 
own. We’ll meet back here afterward. I hope we’ll all be here.” 

Anya got to her feet. “It'll take me about an hour to circle around 
to the other side,” she said. “It will be dark when I reach there.” 

The two sisters exchanged long looks, embraced briefly and then 
Anya turned to head down the hillside. 

“Good luck, Anya,” Nick called after her softly. 

“Spasibo, Nick Carter,” she answered, not looking back. Nick and 
Alexi waited, watching her till she was swallowed up by the foliage, 
and then settled down to wait as night crept over the land. Nick 
pointed out a small wooden gate that divided the length of barbed- 
wire fence. Two wooden fence-posts supported the gate. Just inside, a 
wooden supply shed stood. Before the gate a lone sentry patrolled a 
six-pace beat, from post to post and back again in front of the small 
gate. 

“He’s our first target,” Nick said. “We take him out, go through the 


gate and wait to hear from Anya.” 

The darkness had descended quickly and Nick led the way down 
the far side of the hill. Happily, the shrubbery extended to the very 
foot of the hillside and when they were at the bottom they were not 
more than fifteen feet from the sentry. Nick dropped the stiletto from 
its haft into the palm of his hand and the cold, unthinking, unfeeling 
metal was somehow reassuring, a reminder that he had to be no 
different, merely a human extension of that blade. 

The sentry carried his rifle in a shoulder sling so while the rifle 
wouldn’t fall with a clatter, Nick didn’t even want the thud of a 
human body to possibly sound an alarm. He held the stiletto loosely in 
his hand, taking special care not to tense up. He had only this one 
chance at the brass ring. If he missed it the whole mission could go up 
in smoke right here. Waiting, he let the sentry step off his six-pace 
post, pause in front of the wooden gate post and begin his turn. The 
stiletto shot through the air almost too fast to see. It hurtled through 
the sentry’s throat and into the wood of the gate post, pinning him 
there like a cardboard cutout pinned to a pegboard. 

Nick and Alexi were at his side almost instantly, Nick easing the 
body to the ground while the girl took the rifle. 

“Put on his jacket and helmet,” Nick ordered. “It will help you to 
lose yourself in the confusion. Take the rifle too. And remember, keep 
off those damned metal plates.” 

Alexi was ready by the time Nick rolled the guard into the shrubs. 
She was inside the compound already, waiting in the black shadows of 
the supply shed. Nick took out the false shaving can and began to take 
it apart. He handed Alexi three of the round thin sections and kept 
four for himself. 

“You take the three silos at the far end,” he instructed her. “That 
outfit you’re wearing will get you over there, anyway. Remember, just 
plant them under the surface of the ground. The soil is soft and all you 
need do is dig an opening and slip them under the topsoil.” 

From force of habit, Nick ducked his head as the first explosion 
echoed in the hollow. It came from across the compound, to the right. 
A second followed in quick succession, then a third almost at 
midcenter. Anya was obviously racing back and forth as she tossed the 
pellets and she was right, they were powerful. Another explosion, this 
time from the left. She was making it sound like a mortar attack and 
the initial results were everything Nick had hoped for. Troops came 
pouring out of the barracks and the guards at the silos were running 
to the barbed-wire fence, shooting blindly into the night. 

“Go, baby!” Nick yelled, pausing for an instant to watch Alexi 
streak across the field, head down, racing for the farthest silo so she 
could work her way back toward the gate. Luger in hand, Nick 


reached the first of four silos that were his to prepare. He laid the 
Luger on the ground beside him as he planted the first round 
detonator circuit. The second silo followed quickly, and then the third. 

It was going smoothly, with almost ridiculous ease, as Anya kept 
up the barrage, tossing the pellets in erratic fashion and scattered 
sequence. Across the field, troops were now pouring out of the gate to 
find the attackers. Nick was at the fourth silo when the two guards 
turned from shooting into the hills and saw the unfamiliar figure 
kneeling at the edge of the concrete apron. As they started to lift their 
rifles Wilhemina barked twice, the shots mingling with the barrage of 
rifle fire being directed at Anya. The two guards toppled. Nick 
finished implanting the last of the detonators and started back for the 
gate. He tried to find Alexi in the jumble of running, uniformed 
figures but it was impossible. Suddenly a powerful loudspeaker system 
blared forth and Nick heard the Chinese command to don gas masks. 
He almost laughed aloud. The attack had really shaken them up. 
Either that or Hu Tsan was so jittery he wasn’t chancing anything. It 
was then that Nick found out about the flat metal disclike objects. 

First he heard the soft whirrrrrr of an electric motor and then he 
watched as the discs shot upward straight into the air, propelled at the 
end of thin metal rods. They came to a stop some ten or twelve feet 
from the ground and Nick saw that the flat discs formed the top of a 
circular little tank from which spray nozzles protruded in four 
directions. From each nozzle a steady cloud of gas began to spray so 
that within seconds the deadly blanket was settling around the entire 
perimeter of the compound. As the tanks ringed the complete area, 
both the inside and the outside edges of the perimeter were blanketed, 
the steady spray from the nozzles spreading the gas in an ever- 
widening band. 

Nick attempted to tie a handkerchief around his face as he ran but 
he saw it was useless. The gas was coming down too quickly. His 
nostrils told him it was one of the lung-irritant gases, temporarily 
disabling rather than killing, probably using phosgene as a base. His 
head was beginning to swim and his lungs seemed to balloon in size. 
Damned clever not to use one of the killing gases, he thought. They 
hung in the air too long and the victim couldn’t be questioned. Now 
his eyes were clouding, and distorted shapes appeared in front of him 
as he stumbled forward—white uniforms and wavy, masked gargoyles. 
He ran at the shapes, felt his arm raise to strike at them but he seemed 
to be tied down with lead weights and his chest was afire with a 
searing pain. The shapes dissolved, the colors faded, everything 
washed away and he slumped to the ground. 

Alexi saw Nick stumble and fall and she tried to change direction 
but the gas was now saturating the air. The plastic face piece of the 


helmet helped a little and though her lungs were beginning to tighten 
she could still function. She paused, trying to decide whether she 
should try to save Nick or try to get out. Once outside she might find a 
way to come back and free him, the girl thought. But there were too 
many around him now, lifting his inert form, starting to carry him 
away. Alexi stood still for a moment, trying not to breathe deeply, and 
then ran for the gate. In the helmet and tunic she was still only 
another one of the running figures in the compound. She was nearing 
the gate but the gas was seeping in through the helmet and her breath 
came in harsh, painful gasps. She fell against the gate post and sank to 
her knees. Now the helmet was like a straight-jacket, preventing her 
from breathing. She tore it off and flung it aside, pulling herself to her 
feet on the gate. She tried to hold her breath but the effort made her 
cough, great gasping, spasmodic coughs that brought more of the gray 
gas into her lungs. She fell and lay still, her body resting against the 
wood of the open gate. 

Far on the other side, outside the compound, Anya had seen the 
tanks shoot upward and watched the gas begin to spray from the 
nozzles. She had used up all her deadly little pellets and the special 
forces in their gas masks had poured out of the compound to seek her. 
Once outside the compound they had split up and outflanked her. She 
had taken cover inside the edge of the woods but even there she could 
feel the sting of the gas as it drifted through the air. If she could get 
one of their gas masks she might still elude them. Anya waited, 
hearing the sound of their movements as they systematically searched 
through the woods for her. They had spread out, about fifteen feet 
apart, she estimated, and were closing in from both sides. She 
wondered about Nick and Alexi as she crept forward. Had they 
escaped before the gas began to spray? She saw the soldier at the 
outer end of the line, poking carefully through the underbrush with 
his rifle as he moved forward. She gripped the heavy handle of the 
thick-bladed little knife in her hand as she silently pulled it from its 
cradle at her waist. He was within range now. One sure, fast sweep of 
the knife and it would be done and the gas mask would be hers. With 
it on, she could move back down to the edge of the trees where the 
gas was heaviest but the underbrush lightest. There she could move 
quickly around the compound until she was on the other side and then 
head up the hill to safer cover. 

Anya leaped forward. Too late, she felt the sinewy vine wrap itself 
around her ankle, yanking her down and back as surely as if it were 
someone’s hand seizing her. As she cried out and fell, only inches 
short of her target, she saw the soldier swing the heavy barrel of his 
rifle and a thousand red and white stars exploded in her temple. Like 
fireworks, they were gone in an instant and she fell into 


unconsciousness. 


The first thing Nick felt was the tingling, a chill sensation of the 
skin. Then the terrible brightness that made his eyes burn. It was 
funny, that brightness, because he had his eyes closed. He forced them 
open and rubbed the water from them. As he began to struggle up on 
one elbow, a large room took shape, brightly lighted, with shapes 
slowly coming into focus. He rubbed the water from his eyes again, 
and now he understood the tingling of his skin. He was stark naked, 
lying on a cot. Across from him, two other cots took form and on them 
he saw Alexi and Anya, their beautiful bodies also stripped. They were 
awake and watching Nick as he swung his legs over the edge of the 
cot and sat up. 

He stretched his neck and powerful shoulder muscles. His chest felt 
heavy and constricted, but he knew that would wear off in time. 
Without obviously noticing, he had already seen that four guards 
stood in the room. Nick turned as a door opened and a technician 
pushed into the room with a portable X-ray machine. 

Following the technician, stepping lightly and with a brisk walk, a 
tall, thin Chinese entered. A long white laboratory coat covered his 
angular frame. He paused and smiled at Nick and Nick was struck by 
the finely molded, ascetic quality of the face. It was an almost saintly 
face and, incongruously, made Nick think of an Oriental version of the 
early saints as depicted on ancient Greek icons. The man folded his 
hands across his chest—long, sensitive, soft hands—and regarded Nick 
with a long, speculative look. 

But when Nick returned the stare, he saw the man’s eyes were 
something far different. There the ascetic left off; there was no 
saintliness, no kindness, no goodness but cold, darting pinpoints, the 
eyes of a cobra. Nick didn’t think he’d ever before seen such 
completely venomous eyes. Those eyes were never completely still, 
even as the man looked at a fixed object. Like a snake’s eyes, they 
kept flicking ever so slightly with an unearthly, dark brilliance. At 
once Nick understood the terrible danger of this man, for he was a 
kind that is the most dangerous of the dangerous. No mere bully, no 
mere crafty politician, no disjointed dreamer, but a dedicated and 
totally committed individual with all the qualities of greatness. There 
was an asceticism, there was a brilliance, a sensitivity about the man, 
but all warped out of shape and turned to distorted ends. He was 
brilliance consecrated to hate, sensitivity twisted into cruelty, reason 
turned to egomaniacal ruthlessness. 

Doctor Hu Tsan smiled at Nick, a gracious, almost deferential 
smile. 

“You may put on your clothes in a moment, Mr. Carter,” he said in 


cultured, impeccable English. “You are Mr. Nick Carter, of course. I 
saw a picture of you once, a poor one but generally recognizable. But 
then, I was half certain it was you anyway.” 

“Why?” Nick asked. 

“By the manner in which you not only outmaneuvered my men but 
added a little touch of your own. Let us say I was certain I was not 
dealing with an ordinary agent. When you did in my men aboard the 
Lu Shi family junk, you left the old man right in place as a decoy for 
my own people. The disappearance of the gunboat was another 
example. I am flattered, really, that your AXE would assign their ace 
operative to my little project.” 

“Don’t let it go to your head,” Nick answered drily. 

“Of course, at the time I had no idea there were three of you, and 
two such gorgeous examples of western womanhood.” 

Hu Tsan turned and looked at the two girls stretched prone on the 
cots. Nick saw the sudden fire dance in the man’s eyes as he sent them 
darting over the body of each girl. Yet it was not merely the fire of 
excited desire but something more, something frightening, something 
devouring. 

“T am so glad they chose to send these young ladies,” Hu Tsan 
commented, turning back to Nick. “Obviously, from their papers, they 
were masquerading as Albanian art students in Hong Kong and were a 
logical choice to work with you. However, that was, as you shall see, a 
stroke of good fortune for me. But first, Mr. Carter, please stand up 
now behind the X-ray machine. While you were unconscious our 
detection machines examined you and found a positive metal reaction. 
I know how clever your AXE people can be so we are checking 
further.” 

The technician did a thorough job of X-raying him and when he 
was finished handed Nick his coverall to put on. Nick noted that it had 
been thoroughly examined. Of course, the Luger and his stiletto were 
gone. When he finished dressing the technician was showing the film 
to Hu Tsan. 

“Obviously shrapnel,” he said. “Right here at the hip where we felt 
it before.” 

“You should have asked,” Nick commented. “I’d have told you and 
saved you all this trouble.” 

“No trouble,” Hu Tsan said, smiling at Nick again. He gestured 
with a wave of his long, narrow wrist at Anya and Alexi. “Prepare 
them,” he said to the technician. 

Nick kept the frown from his face as he watched the man secure 
each girl’s wrists and ankles to the sides of the cot with loose leather 
loops. Then he wheeled in a square, boxlike apparatus which he 
placed in the center of the room. A collection of rubber tubes and 


wires hung from the front of the machine and the man took two small 
electrode-like cups and placed them over Anya’s nipples. He did the 
same with Alexi and then ran thin wires from each of the cups to a 
plug in the machine. Nick felt his frown appear as he saw the man 
take a long, rubbery object and walk over to Alexi with it. With 
clinical detachment he inserted the object into her, and now Nick saw 
it for what it was, a rubberized phallus. With something resembling an 
ordinary garter belt, he secured the object in place and ran a wire 
back from the outside end of it to the machine. Anya got the same 
treatment and Nick felt a growing anger harden in the pit of his 
stomach. 

“What the hell is all this about?” Nick asked. 

“Tt does seem a shame, doesn’t it?” Hu Tsan answered, looking at 
the twins. “They really are beautiful.” 

“What seems a shame?” Nick demanded. “What are you doing?” 

“Your friends refused to give us any information on what you were 
doing here, or what you might have already done. I am about to 
extract that information from them. You might say that my method is 
nothing more than a refinement of a very old Chinese principle of 
torture.” 

That damned smile again, so gracious, so well-mannered. He could 
have been having a polite conversation in a drawing room. He went 
on, watching Nick’s face closely. 

“Thousands of years ago, Chinese practitioners of the art of torture 
discovered that pleasure could quickly become pain and when it does 
it is a kind of pain far worse than ordinary pain. The ancient Chinese 
practice of tickling is the perfect, the classical example. First it causes 
laughter and a kind of pleasure. When continued, the laughter turns 
quickly to acute discomfort, then anguish and horror and finally 
unbearable pain that drives the victim mad. I refer to it as exquisite 
pain. You see, Mr. Carter, ordinary pain is something you can steel 
yourself against. Brutal pain can sometimes be merely a deadening 
force. Often the victim can offset pure physical force with emotional 
strength. 

“But then I keep forgetting; you are certainly quite well acquainted 
with that truth. However, against exquisite pain there is no defense 
because it depends, very simply, on the use of those sensory elements 
of the body against which there is no control. When properly 
stimulated, you cannot control yourself against the pleasurable 
sensory elements and so, to come back to these lovely creatures, this 
device is going to stimulate them. They are going to have an orgasm 
each time I press this little button. A carefully designed series of 
vibrations and movements will unfailingly bring on an orgasm. The 
first few, I daresay, will be superior to any they could experience with 


a male partner. Then the pleasure will change to acute discomfort, 
then to that exquisite pain. As I increase the speed of the sensations, 
their pain will reach true heights of unbearable agony, and there will 
be nothing they can do to stop it or lessen it.” 

“What if it doesn’t work?” Nick asked. “What if they don’t talk?” 

“Tt will work, and they will talk.” Hu Tsan smiled in confident 
assurance. “However, if they hold out too long before talking they will 
never be able to experience sexual pleasure again. In fact, they might 
well be mad as March hares. The prolonged series of orgasms have a 
varied number of reactions upon women once they reach the breaking 
point.” 

“You seem to have experimented quite a bit with this?” Nick 
asked. 

“One has to experiment in order to perfect anything,” Hu Tsan 
answered. “In fact, I enjoy telling you about this. I have so little 
opportunity to discuss my device with anyone and you, from your 
reputation, are certainly an expert on the subject of interrogation.” 

He gestured to the guards. 

“Bring him with us,” he said, striding to the door. “I am going to 
the basement.” 

Shoved forward, Nick followed Hu Tsan as the doctor led the way 
down a short flight of concrete steps into a large, brightly lighted 
basement area. Against the whitewashed walls were a series of cages 
lining the room, each one about ten by ten feet. The cages were 
actually small, barred rooms, visible from three sides, each one with a 
sink and a narrow cot and a lone girl, wearing wrinkled men’s shorts 
and nothing else. All but two of the women were western. 

“Each of these tried to contact me or my men in some clumsy 
fashion,” Hu Tsan explained. “Some were smalltime agents, others 
merely women on the prowl. I had them brought here. Observe them 
closely as we walk past.” 

Nick estimated the woman in the first cage to be about forty-five, 
with breasts surprisingly firm and well-molded. Her figure seemed to 
be well-enough contained, with good legs and a firm belly. But her 
face, haggard and worn, her hair, graying and streaked, revealed that 
her life had made her even older than her years. Hu Tsan must have 
read Nick’s thoughts. 

“She is thirty-one,” he said. “She just sits and vegetates. Twenty 
men can have intercourse with her and she doesn’t even blink. 
Sexually she is dead—lifeless.” 

The next one was a tall girl with light, straw-colored hair. She got 
up and went to the bars as they approached and she gave Nick a long, 
level stare with round wide eyes. She was obviously totally 
unconcerned about her nudity. 


“She appears to be some sort of nymphomaniac but she really is a 
six-year-old showing us her body, her new discovery,” Hu Tsan said. 
“She can hardly talk, she gurgles and cries, and she is completely 
occupied with herself the way a six-year-old is preoccupied with her 
body. Her mind has retrogressed beyond repair.” 

In the adjoining cage, a small Chinese girl sat on the edge of the 
cot and rocked to and fro as they passed, eyes upturned to the ceiling, 
her arms clutched in front of her, small nipples just visible over them. 
She kept rocking back and forth, holding herself tightly, as they 
walked on. 

“That’s enough,” Hu Tsan said cheerily. “I think my friend 
understands.” He smiled at Nick, who appeared politely interested. 
Within him an icy fury raged and knotted his stomach. This was not 
simple torture to extract information. Hell, he had been beaten and 
tortured enough to know that. This was sadism, pure sadism. All 
torturers were by nature sadists but many men ordered to extract 
information were interested in the end results and not in the kicks 
they got out of it. To professional interrogators, torture was but one 
more weapon in their arsenal, not a source of perverted pleasure. Hu 
Tsan, he knew, was more than just a sadist. He had a personal stake, a 
personal motive in this, something hidden back in the past. He led 
Nick back up the stairs and into the room where Alexi and Anya 
waited strapped to the cots. 

“Just out of curiosity,” Nick asked with, studied casualness, “why 
them and not me?” 

“Simply a matter of time,” Hu Tsan said, crossing over to his 
apparatus. “You are highly trained in resistance techniques. These 
women may also be trained, but they are still only women, and 
western women at that.” 

Nick turned Hu Tsan’s last remark over in his mind. Hu Tsan’s 
attitude no doubt reflected the ancient Oriental custom of regarding 
women as secondary, inferior beings. But it wasn’t as simple as all 
that. The man had perfected his torture device to be used on women 
and women only. It was aimed at them, and the crack about western 
women might be extremely meaningful. Nick decided to try a shot in 
the dark and see if he hit anything. He knew he had to find some way 
to reach this satanic ascetic, to open up some avenue he could exploit. 

“Who was she?” he asked casually. Hu Tsan waited a revealing 
fraction of a second too long before answering. 

“T beg your pardon, Mr. Carter,” he said. 

“T said, who was she?” Nick repeated. “Was she American? No, I 
think she was probably English.” 

Hu Tsan’s eyes grew into darting pinpoints. 

“You’re not making sense, Mr. Carter,” he answered evenly. “I 


don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“T think you do,” Nick said. “What happened? Did she play you 
along and then drop you? Or did she just laugh in your face? Yes, P’ll 
bet that was it. You thought she idolized you and she turned around 
and laughed at you.” 

Hu Tsan turned to face Nick, and Nick saw the man’s mouth 
twitching, his hps held tight. Too late he saw that Hu Tsan had picked 
up a loose wire and coiled it in his hand. But Nick felt the sharp, 
cutting pain of it as it whipped across his face. He felt the trickle of 
blood drip down his jaw. 

“Silence, pig!” Hu Tsan was shouting, the ascetic face now strained 
and tight with barely controlled fury. But Nick decided to press him a 
little further. He had more to gain than lose at this point. 

“That’s what is behind it,” he said. “Your hatred of the free world, 
your personal vendetta. You’ve got a personal stake in it. You’re still 
getting back at that babe that put you down God knows how long ago. 
Or were there a lot more? Maybe you got the freeze from a whole lot 
of them? Did you check your seven-day deodorant pad?” 

Once again Nick’s face was ripped by the coil of wire. Hu Tsan, 
breathing harshly, stepped back and, with effort, got himself in hand. 
But Nick knew he had his answers. Oh, there had undoubtedly been 
other incidents, other rebuffs and wounds at the hands of the western 
world, but it was clear. The man’s involvement was deeply personal. 
His attitudes were not merely the result of political reasoning. This 
was no anti-free world, anti-west bias formed by philosophic 
conclusions, but a desire for personal revenge. The man wanted to see 
his hated foes grovel before him. He wanted to see them brought to 
his feet. It was important to know. Nick might have to play on that 
factor, using the man’s insane, twisted desire for personal satisfaction 
to reach him. 

At the control box, Hu Tsan’s lips tightened as he pressed the 
button atop the machine. Nick watched, fascinated despite himself, as 
the apparatus began to do its work. 

Alexi and Anya were responding involuntarily, their torsos moving 
and writhing, their heads thrown back in undeniable pleasure. The 
damn machine was diabolically efficient, Nick recognized. He shot a 
glance at Hu Tsan. He was smiling, if one could call it that, lips pulled 
back, breathing harshly as he watched. 

When it was over Hu Tsan waited, by Nick’s count, exacty two 
minutes and then pressed the button again. Nick heard Alexi gasp and 
cry, “No, not yet—not yet.” But the machine was humming again, 
unmindful, unfeeling but magnificently efficient. 

Now both Alexi and Anya were experiencing ecstasy that was no 
longer ecstasy and they were beginning to moan. The convulsive 


thrusts and half screams signaled another climax and Hu Tsan’s finger 
came down on the button instantly. Anya screamed, a piercing scream 
this time, and Alexi began to cry, a wavering, sobbing cry that grew in 
pitch and intensity. 

“No, no, not more, please not more,” Anya called out as her body 
writhed and twisted. Alexi’s steady cry was interspersed with pleas for 
help. Now it was beginning to be impossible to tell when they reached 
an orgasm as their bodies constantly writhed and half turned and their 
moans echoed in the room. Anya, Nick noted, was half laughing and 
her screams had a singsong quality to them that was chilling. Alexi 
kept drawing in her stomach muscles, trying to escape the movement 
of the phallus, but it was like trying to escape fate. Now her leg 
muscles were beginning to twitch in short spasmodic motions. Hu 
Tsan had described it accurately, exquisite pain, pain, anguish, horror 
from which there was no rest, a terrible ecstasy against which there 
was no way to fight back. 

Nick glanced around him. There were four guards, Hu Tsan and 
the technician. They were so intent on watching the helpless girls 
writhe and scream he knew he could take them without trouble. But 
how many more were outside? Besides, there was the mission to 
complete. Yet he knew he had to act. In Alexi’s eyes he saw a wild, 
half-crazed expression and he grew afraid. If he were certain they 
wouldn’t break he’d have to play it to the end and they would 
probably become the ruined, half-mad creatures Hu Tsan had said 
they would. He thought of the poor wretch of a girl he had seen. But 
that would be the breaks of the game, lousy, stinking as they were—if 
he were but certain. The success of the mission would be first. That 
was the code under which they all lived. 

But it was something else that he was afraid of. He was becoming 
more certain that the girls would break, perhaps sooner than anyone 
realized. But they would have held out long enough to be ruined for 
life and it would all have been wasted. Nick hated waste. He’d go 
through all kinds of hell for what he was doing, but not if it were a 
waste. He looked sharply at both girls again and their moans and 
screams hung in the air as if they searched for some merciful answer. 
Anya was moaning intelligible sounds, but Nick caught the words “yes 
... yes.” Her moans had changed from no to yes and he knew what 
that meant. Thank God he was better at reading the signs than Hu 
Tsan. She was getting perilously close to breaking. 

If he were going to do something, it had to be now. Perhaps, and 
he looked at Anya again, it was too late for them anyway. Yet he had 
to try. If he didn’t, Hu Tsan would be getting his information from the 
torn, wracked, empty shells of those beautiful bodies. There was only 
one way to reach the man—give him what he wanted, play to his 


titanic desire for vengeance. If Nick could do it, if he could put Hu 
Tsan off with some concocted story, it might just be still possible to 
complete the mission and escape with their skins. Nick knew that as a 
last resort he could always activate the detonators and blow them all 
to kingdom come. But he wasn’t ready for last resorts yet. Suicide was 
never attractive but always possible. 

Nick steeled himself. This would have to be good, an Academy 
Award performance. He pressed back on the edge of the cot and then 
leaped forward, crossing the room at one bound and wrestling Hu 
Tsan away from the apparatus. 

“Stop it!” he screamed. “Stop it, do you hear?” He let the guards 
who rushed to him pull him off the doctor with ease. 

“Tl tell you what you want to know,” Nick shouted, his voice 
breaking in a half-sob. “I cant stand any more. Not to her. I love her.” 
He tore his arms away from the guards and slumped to the side of 
Alexi’s cot. She was still now, eyes closed, breasts heaving, and he 
buried his head on her chest and stroked her hair tenderly. 

“Tt’s all right, my darling,” he murmured. “They’ll leave you alone 
now. III tell them everything.” 

He turned to Hu Tsan and glared at him accusingly, his voice 
wavering, half cracking. 

“You like this, don’t you?” he said. “You didn’t think this could 
happen. All right, so you found out. I’m human, just like everybody 
else.” 

Nick’s voice broke and he buried his head in his hands. “Oh, my 
God, my God,” he gasped aloud. “What have I done? What’s happened 
to me?” 

Hu Tsan was smiling, a satisfied, smug smile. 

“Yes, an entirely unexpected dividend,” he purred. “The great Nick 
Carter—Killmaster, I believe you are sometimes called—brought to 
this by love. How touching ... and how true to form.” 

Nick lifted his head. “What do you mean, true to form?” he asked 
angrily. “I wouldn’t do this if I didn’t love her so terribly.” 

“Tt’s true to form as far as your cultural structure is concerned,” Hu 
Tsan answered loftily. “It’s the reason why you are doomed, all of you. 
You of the western world have erected this whole behavior pattern 
built on what you call love. Your Judeo-Christian heritage has given 
you this tiling you call morality. You play with mere words, empty 
concepts such as truth, justice, mercy, honor, compassion, right and 
wrong when there are but two real things in this world—strength and 
weakness. Power, strength, Mr. Carter. Do you understand that? No, I 
don’t suppose you really do. When you have those you don’t need the 
meaningless trappings, the hollow pretenses you of the west have 
invented. Yes, invented, Mr. Carter. I have been an ardent student of 


history and it is clear that your culture invented its symbols, its 
preoccupation with compassion, honor, justice as a cloak for its 
weakness. The new culture will have no need for those excuses any 
longer. The new culture is realistic. It lives by the realities of 
existence. It knows that there are only the strong and the weak.” 

Nick had gotten to his feet and now he sat dejectedly on the edge 
of the cot, his eyes staring dully into space. 

“T’ve failed,” he mumbled. “Failed ... failed.” 

The sharp slap across his face sent his head to one side. Hu Tsan 
stood before him, contemptuously looking down at him. 

“Enough of your sniveling,” he barked. “Talk. I am waiting to hear 
what you have to say.” He snapped Nick’s head the other way as he 
raked the back of bis hand across Nick’s face again. Nick looked at the 
floor as he began to talk, keeping his voice in a flat, resigned 
monotone. 

“We had heard rumors about your missiles. They sent us to find 
out if it were really true. If we found operational missiles we were to 
transmit the location and the data to HQ and guide bombers in to 
destroy your pads. We’ve a sending set hidden in the hills. I can’t tell 
you exactly where. I’d have to take you to 

It. 

“Unimportant,” Hu Tsan commented. “It can rot away there. Why 
did you enter the compound?” 

Nick thought fast. It was a question he hadn’t expected. 

“We had to be sure about the missiles,” he said. “From the hills we 
couldn’t tell whether they were mockups for training or the real thing. 
We had to be sure.” 

It seemed to satisfy Hu Tsan. He turned and walked over to the 
other side of the room, one soft, slender hand resting under his chin. 

“T will take no more chances,” he said. “They sent you. It was 
probably their one attempt, but they might follow up with another. 
My timetable was twenty-four hours away but Ill advance it to 
tomorrow morning. We can be ready by tomorrow and you can 
witness the end of your world. In fact, I will see to it you are watching 
beside me as my little messengers take wing. I want to see your face as 
they go off. It will be a doubly satisfying sight, the ace operative of 
the free world watching as his world disappears. It is almost symbolic, 
don’t you think, Mr. Carter, that the destruction of the free world 
should be preceded by the revelation that their key agent is nothing 
more than a weak, ineffective, lovesick jellyfish? Or perhaps you don’t 
care for the symbolism.” 

Hu Tsan grabbed Nick’s hair and lifted his head. It was hard for 
Nick to keep the blazing fury out of his eyes, the hardest thing he ever 
did. But he did it, letting his eyes stare dully up at Hu Tsan. 


“T may even keep you around afterward,” Hu Tsan snarled. “You 
could have a certain propaganda value, an example of the decadence 
of the free world. But first, just to make certain you understand the 
difference between strength and weakness, a little object lesson.” 

He said something to the guards which Nick didn’t catch but he 
did understand what followed as the guards came at him. The first 
blow knocked him to the floor. A heavy boot kicked at his ribs. Hu 
Tsan was showing him that strength need not be concerned with such 
weakness as honor and mercy. Actually Nick knew the man just 
wanted the further satisfaction of seeing his hated foes groveling and 
cowed. He had played the role through so far; he had to finish it the 
same way. He tried to cover his head with his arms as he rolled back 
and forth on the floor. He let himself cry out with each blow and kick, 
pleading for mercy, screaming in pain. 

“Enough,” Hu Tsan finally called out. “You see, once you crack the 
outer shell there is nothing there but weakness. Take them to the 
house and put them in the detention rooms. I’ll be along in a minute.” 

Nick looked at the naked bodies of Alexi and Anya. They were still 
unconscious, in the total exhaustion of completely spent, shocked 
physical and nervous depletion. He was glad. They hadn’t seen his 
performance. They might even have ruined it by trying to stop him. 
They might have been fooled too. He had fooled Hu Tsan and bought 
precious time for them—only a few hours, till morning, but it would 
have to be enough. As the guards half dragged, half carried the naked 
girls down the hall, Nick saw Hu Tsan’s darting eyes following them 
and in his venomous stare Nick could read the man’s thoughts. He 
wasn’t through with the twins, the unholy, perverted sonofabitch, 
Nick saw. He was already thinking about additional ways in which he 
could vent his special hatred of women on them. Nick was suddenly 
sorry about one thing. Whatever he did would have to be done fast. 
He wouldn’t have time to take Hu Tsan apart piece by piece, bit by 
bit, which was what his hands almost trembled to do. He walked off 
as two guards roughly pushed him into the hallway, down a flight of 
steps and outside into the night. 

The girls were already inside the small truck, a guard on each side 
of them, seated on side seats. The guards were enjoying their 
assignment, chattering and laughing and making obscene jokes as they 
let their hands roam over the unconscious girls. Nick was seated 
opposite them between his two keepers and the truck bumped off up a 
narrow road. It was a short ride and as they turned onto a concrete 
driveway, Nick saw the huge front window of the house he had seen 
from the hills. Thick, round pillars painted shining black were topped 
by the graceful, fluted points of pagoda design. The first floor of the 
house was fronted in teak, bamboo and brick, and echoed classic, 


traditional Chinese design. Prodded by a rifle, Nick was shoved out of 
the truck and into the house which, he noted, was simple, large and 
modern. A very wide circular stairway led up to the second floor from 
the right of the foyer. 

He was led past the stairway and down a flight of steps to what 
appeared to be a basement and into a small, brightly lighted room. 
The butt of a rifle in the small of his back sent him sprawling to the 
floor and the door was slammed shut. He lay there quietly, listening, 
and he heard the sound of another door being shut not far down the 
corridor. Alexi and Anya were not far away and in the same room. 
Every little bit of information would help when the time came. Nick 
sat up and heard the sound of a guard patrolling outside. The door, he 
noted, had a small glass cutout in it and he knew the guard would be 
looking in on him. He crawled into a corner and sat there, still playing 
his role of a thoroughly defeated man. He couldn’t risk mistakes now 
but his eyes were scanning every inch of the room. Grimly he saw that 
it was escapeproof. No windows, no openings, no vents or grills. The 
bright light was a lone, powerful bulb recessed in the ceiling. 

He was glad he had assumed his despondent crouch in the corner 
of the room because only a few minutes had passed when he looked 
up to see the door open and Hu Tsan enter. He was alone but Nick 
saw the guard watching intently through the window. 

“You may think our guestrooms are rather, shall we say, austere,” 
Hu Tsan commented. “But you are at least free to move about. Your 
co-conspirators are, I’m afraid, somewhat more confined. Each has one 
hand and one foot tied down by an iron shackle which is bolted to the 
floor. Only I have the key that unlocks the shackles. You see, I know 
that my men are hand picked and well-trained, but I also know that 
women are a curse on man. There is never a time when they can be 
trusted. You, for example, can be dangerous when you have your 
weapons. Your fists, your strength, your legs, these are weapons of a 
sort. But women need no weapons to be dangerous. They are their 
own weapons. You, locked in here, properly guarded, are helpless. 
They, so long as they can exercise their femaleness, are never helpless. 
And so they are shackled as an added precaution.” 

He started to leave, then paused at the door and looked back at 
Nick, who let himself answer with a sullen expression. 

“Oh, you were right, of course,” Hu Tsan said. “About the girl. It 
was many years ago and she was English. I’d met her in London. We 
were both students. Imagine, I was going to work for you in your 
world at one time. And tomorrow morning I will destroy it.” 

Nick was left alone but he had already decided there would be no 
way to break out during the night. He’d wait for morning and the 
summons that would come from Hu Tsan. Anya and Alexi would sleep 


through the night, that was certain. They would probably come 
around by morning and then it was doubtful how much help they 
could be. Their experience would leave them drained and weak, 
perhaps a lot worse than that. Only the morning would tell. What was 
to be done he had to do alone. There was one conforting thought. Hu 
Tsan had pushed his timetable up and he would have every available 
man either working to ready the missiles or standing guard. It was 
unlikely the detonators would be uncovered—which, given another 
day, was always a possibility. 

Nick assumed the crosslegged position of yoga and let his mind 
and body transport themselves into a state of complete relaxation. He 
could almost feel the inner mechanism of the body and the mind 
recharging muscular and mental energies. He had achieved the first 
step and gotten the girls out of the compound. If he had to blow it 
before they were free, at least they wouldn’t be in it. He was feeling 
almost confident now and slowly a plan began to take form in his 
mind. Finally he changed position, stretched out on the floor and went 
to sleep. 


Chapter IX 


The huge window stretched the entire length of the house, its 
view, as Nick had surmised, taking in the whole of the compound and 
all the surrounding hills. It was a spectacular and breathtaking 
panorama that Nick saw as he was pushed into the room by the guard. 
He had gone docilely and quietly, but noted the fact that there was 
only one guard patrolling the corridor outside the room where Anya 
and Alexi were held. On the way up to the second floor, Nick further 
noted that the house was lightly guarded. He saw only four or five 
guards at the first floor entrances and two at the head of the wide 
stairway. 

The guard who had brought him upstairs remained in the room 
with him as Hu Tsan turned from the window, that dammed smile 
playing about his lips again. The room, like the window, stretched the 
entire length of the front of the house—a long, narrow observation 
post more than a room. A control panel of switches, knobs and 
speaker grids stretched just below the center section of the window. 

Nick let his eyes take in the scene outside the window. The missiles 
were raised in their silos, the area was being cleared of personnel. 
There was not much time left. 

“My missiles have a new device I perfected,” Hu Tsan informed 
Nick. “The nuclear warhead is activated only after the missile is 
airborne. A safety device to prevent an on-ground explosion from 
triggering a nuclear blast.” 

Now it was Nick’s turn to smile. “You don’t know how much better 
that makes me feel,” he said. 

“Your attitude seems to have undergone a change from a few hours 
ago,” Hu Tsan said, eying Nick narrowly. “Well see how long it lasts 
when these start to shatter your major centers. When that happens, 
Peking will see the opportunity I have handed them and they will go 
into action to follow up at once. My men have been given clearance to 
proceed when ready. I expect word that they will be ready to launch 
at any moment.” 

Hu Tsan had turned to the window again and Nick’s mind 
calculated rapidly. It was time to make his move. He estimated it 
would take one second for the activator to transmit its signal to each 
detonator and another second for the detonator to receive it and 
translate it into electronic action. Seven missiles, two seconds for each 
one. Fourteen seconds separated the free world from hell. Fourteen 
seconds stood between a tomorrow of hope or one of horror. Fourteen 
seconds would decide the course of history for thousands of years to 


come. 

He had to have Hu Tsan alone. He couldn’t risk interference from 
the guard. Nick moved toward the man and, whirling, unleashed a 
blow that carried with it all the repressed anger he had built up since 
the night. It was a blow that made him free again. The guard’s jaw 
shattered under the sledgehammer impact and he crumpled in a heap. 
Nick laughed and Hu Tsan spun around at the noise. He frowned, 
regarding Nick as one might a retarded child. 

“What do you think you are doing?” he asked. “What is this, a last 
bow at one of your empty pretenses, a futile effort to salvage your 
honor? If I sound my alarm my personal guards will be here in 
seconds. And even if they didn’t, you can’t stop anything now. It’s too 
late.” 

“No it isn’t, you crazy bastard,” Nick said. “You have seven 
missiles and I’m going to give you seven reasons why you’re going to 
fail.” 

Hu Tsan laughed, a laugh without mirth, a hollow mockery of a 
laugh. “You are insane,” he said to Nick. 

“Number one!” Nick called it out, enunciating clearly the voice 
signal that would activate the first of the detonators. “Number one,” 
he repeated and in his hip he felt a slight movement, almost a tickling 
under the skin as the activator unit sprang into life. 

“Truth, justice, mercy and love are not empty concepts,” he added. 
“They are as real as strength and weakness.” 

He had time to draw a breath when he heard the first detonator go 
off, a giant roar that was instantly compounded by the missile as it 
exploded. The pointed rocket seemed to launch itself as it rose up into 
the air and shattered into bits. The first silo was near the barracks 
building and he saw the explosion tear apart the wooden structure. 
Concrete, steel and human bodies whirled and fell in the holacaust Hu 
Tsan, eyes wide, was peering out the window in horror. He rushed to 
one of the speaker grids on the control board and flipped the switch. 

“What happened?” he shouted. “Operations, Operations, this is 
Doctor Hu Tsan. What’s going on? Yes, of course I’ll wait. Find out at 
once, do you hear?” 

“Number two!” Nick intoned. “Tyrants can never enslave free men 
for very long.” 

The second detonator went off in an echoing blast and now Hu 
Tsan’s face was white and shaken. He kept screaming into the speaker 
for information. 

“Number three,” Nick said. “The individual is more important than 
the state.” 

As the third explosion rent the air, Nick saw Hu Tsan hammer his 
fists on the window, he shot Nick a glance of pure, uncomprehending 


terror. Something beyond his understanding was happening. He ran 
back and forth shouting orders into each speaker as the chaos below 
continued to grow. 

“Are you listening, Hu Tsan?” Nick said, grinning evilly. Hu Tsan 
looked at him, lips parted, eyes darting in terror. “Number four,” Nick 
called out. “Love is greater than hate, good is greater than strength.” 

The fourth missile went up and Hu Tsan fell to his knees and 
pounded upon the control board. He was alternately screaming and 
laughing now. Nick thought of the helpless, wild panic he had seen in 
Alexi’s eyes a few hours before and he spoke again, harshly and 
clearly. “Number five! We are all children of the same God.” 

At the fifth explosion, Hu Tsan fell across the command board, 
mouthing meaningless gibberish punctuated by harsh peals of laughter 
—maniacal, uncontrolled and mirthless laughter. And now it was Hu 
Tsan’s pinpoint eyes that were wide with panic, but more than panic, 
the disoriented, aimless reflection of a mind that had become 
unhinged. The compound itself was a towering column of smoke and 
flames. Nick grabbed Hu Tsan by the collar and shoved his face 
against the window. 

“Keep looking out there, you bastard,” he said. “Number six! The 
things men have in common are stronger than the things which 
separate them!” 

Hu Tsan tore out of Nick’s grip as the sixth rocket exploded in a 
geyser of flame and concrete. His face a twisted mask, his unhinged 
mind had suddenly recovered a vision of clarity. 

“Tt’s you,” he gasped. “You are doing it, somehow. It was all a lie. 
You never loved the woman. It was a trick to stop me, to save her.” 

fourteen seconds to hell 

“That’s right,” Nick shot back. “Just remember it was a woman 
who took part in finishing you off.” 

Hu Tsan made a dive for Nick, who deftly sidestepped him and 
hooked him into crashing against the command board. 

“Number Seven, Hu Tsan,” Nick called. “Number seven says you 
are through because mankind has come too far to lose it all to 
bastards like you!” 

“Rocket seven!” Hu Tsan was shouting into the speaker. “Launch 
rocket seven!” His answer was the last of the tremendous explosions, 
and the window shook. He turned and, with a high-pitched half 
scream, half whine, dived again for Nick. Nick stiff-armed him as he 
went by, sending him crashing into the door. With the frenzied 
strength of the insane, Hu Tsan was up and racing out the door before 
Nick reached him. Nick raced out into the corridor after the man, saw 
his white coat disappearing down the wide stairway. He had started 
down after him when four guards appeared at the foot of the steps. 


Their automatic rifles barked and Nick hit the floor. He lay there and 
heard their footsteps racing up the stairway. He rolled like a coil of 
rope as the first one reached the top step, catching the man’s ankles, 
upending him and rolling him into the following three. Nick dived for 
the rifle and whirled with it, firing in a short sweep as he whirled. The 
four guards toppled down the stairway to lie still, sprawled across the 
wide steps. Rifle in hand, Nick leaped over them and raced to the first 
floor. Two more guards ran into the house only to be cut down by a 
short burst from the automatic rifle. Hu Tsan was nowhere to be seen 
and Nick paused. Had the scientist raced out of the house? Nick had 
the chilling thought that he had gone elsewhere and he took the steps 
down to the cellar three at a time. Alexi’s scream confirmed bis fears 
as he raced down the corridor. 

He burst into the room where the twins had been taken and where 
they lay, still naked, shackled to the floor side by side. Hu Tsan stood 
over them like some ancient Shinto priest in his long white coat but 
from someplace he had procured a great, two-handed ancient Chinese 
scimitar. He held the huge blade over his head with both hands, about 
to bring it down on the twins. Nick held his trigger finger back. If he 
shot, the heavy blade would fall from Hu Tsan’s hands and sever their 
heads just as surely as if by the madman’s blow. Nick let the rifle fall 
to the floor and dived, catching the scientist waist high and driving 
him halfway across the room before they crashed to the floor. 

Ordinarily the man would have been a twig in Nick’s powerful grip 
but Hu Tsan was fired by the inhuman strength of the insane and he 
still held his grip on the huge scimitar. He brought the great blade 
down in a short arc aimed at Nick’s head but N3 rolled aside in time 
to avoid the full force of the blow. The edge of the heavy blade caught 
his shoulder, though, and he felt the steel rip into his flesh and the 
numbness following the blow. On his feet instantly, Nick prepared to 
meet Hu Tsan’s next blow but the madman whirled and, scimitar 
upraised in both hands again, rushed at Alexi and Anya, determined 
not to be denied his vengeance. 

Nick caught the man’s arms as he brought the blade down, seizing 
the handle of the scimitar along with Hu Tsan. Nick felt the shock 
waves ripple through his shoulder muscles as he managed to arrest the 
blade’s sweep only inches from Anya’s head. Keeping his grip on the 
handle, Nick spun Hu Tsan around with such centrifugal force the 
scientist flew off to crash against the wall. 

The scimitar in Nick’s hands, now, Hu Tsan decided to abandon his 
vengeance and run for it. He was at the door when Nick moved 
quickly to block his flight. Hu Tsan turned and leaped forward as Nick 
brought up the point of the huge blade. It made a crunching sound as 
it impaled itself in Hu Tsan’s chestbone. Nick let go of the handle and 


the madman staggered back a few steps, the scimitar jutting out of his 
chest like a giant key jutting out of a mechanical toy. He half turned, 
gasped and crumpled to the ground. 

Nick left the blade where it was, looked in Hu Tsan’s coat pocket 
and extracted an iron key. He unlocked the shackles and Alexi fell into 
his arms trembling. Anya crept over to him and laid her head against 
his chest. There was still fear and pain and emptiness in their eyes but 
they were trying, 

“We heard the explosions,” Alexi said. “Is it over, Nick?” 

“Tt’s over,” he said. “We did it. The world has its reprieve. Can you 
walk?” 

“T think so,” Anya said, her voice shalcy and hesitant. 

“Wait here,” Nick said. “P’ll get you some clothes.” He went out 
and stripped tunics and trousers from two of the guards. While the 
girls donned the clothes, Nick tore one of the men’s shirts into strips 
and wrapped them around his bleeding shoulder in a crude but 
effective bandage. He gave each of the twins an automatic rifle and 
they went upstairs. Alexi and Anya moved with tired, drained steps, 
but they moved and Nick had to admire their guts. But guts were one 
thing and severe psychological damage something else. He wanted to 
find a way to get them back into the hands of competent physicians as 
quickly as possible. 

The house was quiet, with an eerie, doomsday kind of silence. 
Outside, they could see and hear the crackle of flames and smell the 
acrid fuel afire from the compound. Whatever number there had been 
of Hu Tsan’s personal guards at the house, it was plain they had all 
fled. The most direct route back to the seacoast was down the hillside 
and across what was left of the compound. 

“Let’s take it,” Nick said. “If there are any of them still alive down 
there, they’ll be too busy trying to get away to bother with us.” 

It was a miscalculation. They reached the compound area easily 
enough and were just beginning to pick their way through the debris 
and the rubble when Nick ducked behind the half-standing wall of one 
of the buildings. From the opposite side of the compound, rows of 
gray-green troops were advancing slowly, cautiously, and the sound of 
additional troop trucks could be heard approaching. 

“Regular army,” Nick grunted. “Peking’s boys. I should have 
realized it. Our little party was no doubt seen and heard for twenty 
miles at least. Sophisticated listening devices probably picked it up 
hundreds of miles away.” Damn, but this was a miserable and 
unexpected development. They could run back into the woods and try 
to hide, but if Peking’s troops did the proper thing they’d be here for 
weeks clearing away debris and burying bodies. Besides, when they 
found Hu Tsan, they’d realize this wasn’t all triggered by some giant 


malfunction of his missiles. They’d start combing the area in earnest. 

Nick shot a glance at Alexi and Anya. They could probably flee, for 
a spell at least, but he saw they weren’t up to putting up a real fight. 
Then there was the matter of food. If they tried hiding out and 
Peking’s boys searched for them for weeks, he doubted that the twins 
could withstand it. They still had that zombie-like expression in their 
eyes, mixed with a little-girl desire to try and please him. All in all, 
Nick realized, it was a pretty kettle of fish. Mission accomplished but 
missionaries boiled in oil. 

As he was turning over their chances in his mind the choice was 
taken away from him by Anya. He’d never really know why she did it, 
perhaps a sudden fear, raw nerves, her own processes of clear thinking 
still in a jumbled state of confusion. Anyway she did it, a burst of fire 
from her automatic rifle at the line of troops across the compound. 
Nick saw four of them fall and the rest drop to the ground. 

“Dammit,” he exclaimed. He was going to tell her off but instantly 
he saw that it would be useless as she looked at him, wide-eyed, 
almost apologetic. The line of troops were retreating now on 
command to the perimeter of the torn and wrecked compound. They 
hadn’t figured out where the gunfire had come from, not yet at least. 

“Come on,” Nick said savagely. “And stay low behind the rubble. 
Back into the woods.” 

As they ran, a wild idea leaped into Nick’s mind. It could work if 
luck was with them. It might at least get them out of this spot and 
give them a chance at a getaway. The edge of the woods were lined 
with tall trees, oaks, Chinese elms. Nick picked out a cluster of three 
close together. 

“Wait by those three,” he told the twins. “T’ll be right back.” 

Doubled over, making sure to stay behind the mounds of upended 
concrete and twisted steel, Nick sought out the lifeless bodies of Hu 
Tsan’s special force men. From three of them he deftly stripped 
something from their belts and raced back to the edge of the woods, 
taking a moment to cast a glance across the compound. Officers were 
directing the troops to spread out along the perimeter of the area. 
Their plan was to surround the compound and then start closing in on 
whoever it was that fired at them. 

A sound move, Nick thought, and one that would help him 
immeasurably if his plan were workable, He saw more gray-green 
soldiers moving up to spread out along the far end of the compound 
and he raced into the woods without regard for stealth. This was no 
time to worry about that. He tossed Alexi and Anya each a gas mask 
and quickly strapped the third one onto his own head. 

“Now listen carefully, both of you,” he said, speaking slowly and 
emphasizing each word. “We’re each going to climb as high as we can 


into one of these trees. The one part of this compound that hasn’t been 
destroyed is the outside perimeter with those retractable gas tanks. 
I’m sure whatever electrical system they used to raise them has been 
put out of commission but there ought to be gas in the tanks. When 
you get as high as you can you'll be able to see every one of the tanks 
embedded in the ground. Put one burst into each tank. Remember, 
now—don’t bother with the troops, just the tanks. Alexi, you take the 
right side, Anya the left and I’ll aim at those on both sides of the 
center. Okay, let’s go.” 

Nick waited a moment, watching the twins start to climb. They 
moved methodically, rifles slung over their shoulders, and he waited 
till he saw them disappear into the upper branches of the trees. He 
had reached the top branches of his tree when he heard their 
automatic rifles start to fire, short, staccato bursts. Good girls. He 
commenced firing, sending a cluster of shots into the center of each 
round disc. 

There was no forced spray now to shoot the gas into the air but 
what he had counted on was happening. There was plenty of natural 
pressure within each tank and the gas began escaping in clouds from 
each one as it was hit. The soldiers had hit the ground as the gunfire 
started and were firing aimlessly back, more than a little confused. As 
Nick had noted, gas masks were not part of the equipment they 
carried and now he saw them begin to feel the effects of the gas. He 
heard shouted commands from the officers, but they were too late. As 
he saw men starting to stagger and fall, some running heavy-footed 
only to collapse after a few steps, he called out. 

“Anya! Alexi!” he yelled. “Get down. We’ve got to move out.” 

He reached the ground first and waited, glad to see they had not 
torn off their gas masks. 

“Just follow me and stay close,” he commanded. “We’re going to 
cut right through the compound.” 

He knew the trucks that had brought the regulars were just on the 
other side of the compound and they picked their way hurriedly 
across the wreckage of silos, rockets and buildings. The gas still hung 
heavily in the air and they ignored the retching, coughing soldiers on 
the ground. Nick had surmised there would be but a handful of men 
with the trucks, and he was right. As they leaped into the nearest one, 
four of the soldiers came running and were cut down by a burst from 
Alexi’s gun. 

Now they were out of the gas area and Nick ripped off his mask. 
His face was hot and perspiring and he gunned the truck forward, 
circling the line of tracks that had halted at the edge of the main gate. 
As they roared down the roadway alongside the row of trucks lining 
one side, other troops darted out to aim shots at them. 


“Get in the back,” he told the twins and they crawled into the rear 
through the small window at the back of the cab. “Don’t waste shots 
returning fire. Just stay low.” 

They were nearing the last of the line of trucks when a half-dozen 
regulars ran out, spread across the narrow road and set off a head-on, 
withering fusillade. Nick dove to the floor of the cab, gripping the 
wheel with his left hand, holding it straight. He heard the bullets 
shattering the windshield, pinging into the metal of the cab. With his 
right hand he pressed the accelerator to the floor and heard the shouts 
and screams as the track hurtled through the line. He caught a glimpse 
of soldiers diving for the side of the road as they flashed by. Quickly 
he pulled himself up just in time to take a curve looming ahead. 

“We made it,” he grinned. “So far so good.” 

“Where now?” It was Alexi, her face peering through the opening 
at the rear of the cab. 

“Tll try to outfox them,” Nick said. “They’ll be on their sending 
sets with a vengeance now, setting up roadblocks and sending out 
search parties. They’ll expect us to head for the coastline. That would 
be at the Hu Channel where we were going to land; it’s the closest and 
most logical move. But we’re going back the way we came, to Taya 
Wan. We ought to be there by the time they come to realize we’re not 
trying to reach the west coastline.” 

If, and Nick kept the thought to himself, you girls hold out and a 
thousand other things that could happen, don’t! Nick looked at the gas 
gauge. It was nearly full, plenty to reach where they were going. He 
settled down and concentrated on tooling the big truck as fast as it 
could go along the winding hilly roads. He glanced back inside the 
truck. Alexi and Anya were stretched out on the floor of the truck, 
asleep, the automatic rifles cradled in their arms. It was good, Nick 
told himself. Sleep, as Shakespeare had put it, that “knits up the 
raveled sleeve of care.” He felt a sense of satisfaction, of exhilaration. 
The job was done, they were still alive and things were going well for 
a change. It was about time. Of course, he didn’t know about General 
Koo. 


Chapter X 


They had called the general immediately and when he arrived Nick 
had been gone from the scene for almost two hours. Quietly, carefully, 
taking in every little detail, General Koo, Third Army Corp of the 
People’s Republic, walked through the remains of the compound. He 
said nothing but his eyes mirrored the displeasure he felt as he walked 
among the groggy, sick rows of men sitting at the edges of the 
compound. General Koo was a professional soldier. He was proud of 
it, proud of his family tradition in the military. The constant 
campaigns and pressures of the political arm of the new People’s Army 
did not interest him in the least. In fact they left a sour taste in his 
mouth. He believed a soldier was a specialist and not an extension of 
some idealogical movement. 

Doctor Hu Tsan and his special forces had been, technically, within 
the boundaries of his command. But Doctor Hu Tsan had always 
operated with a complete carte blanche from above, controlled his 
own elite force and ran his own show. And now that the show had 
somehow suddenly blown sky high, they had called him in to try to 
salvage something. 

One of the junior officers had briefed him on what had happened 
after the regular forces arrived on the scene. General Koo listened 
quietly. Had anyone gone up to the big house on the hill? He sighed 
when he was told that it had not been done yet. He made a mental 
note to pass over at least ten junior officers when promotions came 
around the next time. The general drove up to the house and, with a 
small complement of men, found Doctor Hu Tsan’s body in the cellar, 
the huge blade still standing up from his chest like some grisly 
flagpole. 

General Koo went out on the front steps of the house and sat down. 
With his professional, trained mind he began to put together whatever 
bits and pieces of information had been left to him. He always tried to 
keep a tight rein on what went on in his command area, which 
covered all of Kwangtung Province. It was obvious that what had 
happened was no accident. It was equally obvious that it was the work 
of a highly trained professional, a specialist like himself, but one of 
really extraordinary capabilities. In fact General Koo felt an 
admiration for this man. Little bits of information began to pop up in 
his mind, such as the gunboat that had disappeared without a trace 
and the unexplained accident of one of his empty convoys only a few 
days ago. 

Whoever it was had been here but a few hours ago when his troops 


arrived on the scene, sent by himself to find out why the earth seemed 
to be blowing up north of Shihlung. Shooting out the gas tanks had 
been a piece of fantastic strategy, the on-the-spot thinking that only 
the very best minds can produce. Enemy agents were many, but only a 
few could come up with that kind of thinking. As a professional, he 
had made it his business to become familiar with the names of the top 
men in various countries, and he turned them over in his mind. 

Korvestsky of Russia was good, but that kind of thinking was not 
his forte. The English had some good men but somehow this didn’t 
seem to quite fit their pattern either. The English still had a tendency 
to be sporting about their methods, a habit of, as they put, “doing the 
decent thing.” It was in fact an unfortunate habit that was often their 
undoing in this day and age. No, there was a diabolical, grim, 
unswerving efficiency about all this that pointed to only one man—the 
American agent N3. General Koo groped for his name for a second and 
then came up with it—Nick Carter. 

General Koo got to his feet and ordered his driver to take him back 
to the compound area where his troops had a field radio set up. It was 
Nick Carter, all right, and he was here on Chinese soil. Hu Tsan must 
have been up to something that not even the High Command 
suspected, the general realized. The American had orders to destroy 
Hu Tsan’s operation and nothing else. He was fleeing now. General 
Koo felt almost a certain reluctance to stop him. He admired good, 
professional workmanship. But he too was a professional. 

General Koo took the radiophone in his hand. 

“Connect me with my headquarters,” he said calmly. “I want two 
battalions dispatched at once to the coastline from Humenchai all 
along the Hu Channel. Yes, two battalions will do. It’s just in case I am 
wrong, a protective move. My man isn’t heading in that direction. He 
would not do the expected thing.” 

General Koo next put in a call for air command and now he spoke 
tersely, crisply. 

“Yes,” he said into the radiophone, “one of my regular trucks. By 
now I estimate he is nearly at Koungtoo, heading toward the east 
coast. That’s right, this is top priority. No, absolutely no jet fighters. 
They are too fast and they would miss a single truck in the hills. All 
right, report back to me.” 

General Koo put down the radiophone and walked to his car. It 
would be nice if the American could be brought in alive. He would 
like meeting the man. But he knew the chances of that were very 
unlikely. Perhaps next time top command would think twice about 
their special projects with their special forces and let the regular army 
take care of the security measures. 


Chapter XI 


Anya and Alexi had awakened. Their eyes were brighter and Nick 
liked what he saw. The big truck was still rolling smoothly and they 
had made good time. He decided to test the girls a little further, to see 
what reactions he could elicit from them. 

“Alexi,” he called as he drove, and her face appeared at the cab 
opening. 

“Remember in the cave, when you were about to fall asleep, you 
asked me something about America?” 

“T did?” Alexi frowned, her mind trying to think back. 

“About Greenwich Village?” he prodded. “About go-go girls and 
what it’s like to live in America?” 

“Yes,” Alexi said slowly. “Yes, I remember now.” 

“Would you like to live in America?” Nick asked, watching the 
expression on her face through the rear-view mirror. He saw her eyes 
brighten and a dreamy litde smile appear on her face. 

“T think so, Nick,” she said. “I have wondered about it. Da, it 
would be fun, I think.” 

“Then we’ll talk some more about it later,” Nick answered. He had 
gotten his answer for the moment. She was coming around, mentally 
at least. She was able to remember and reorient herself. As they were 
so identical, he knew Anya would be the same. Hu Tsan’s damnable 
device hadn’t unhinged their minds, anyway. But he kept thinking of 
the poor Polish girl. She could no doubt function and think clearly 
enough to get along but she was an emotional cripple, scarred beyond 
repair. He knew there was but one way to find out, but it would have 
to be the right place, the right time and the right conditions or he 
could make things worse. He knew he could help them if they could 
be helped. 

His thoughts had been so concentrated on the twins that he didn’t 
really hear the chugging sound until the helicopter was virtually over 
them. He looked up and saw the Chinese Air Force star on its side. The 
whirlybird lowered itself rapidly and Nick peered up just in time to 
see the machine gun aim a burst of lead at him. He swerved the truck 
but there was really no place to swerve. The road was narrow and the 
best he could do was to careen from side to side. The helicopter tinned 
and, crablike, came at them from the side. Another burst of machine 
gun fire ripped through the canvas back. He knew Alexi and Anya 
would be on the floor and he didn’t hear sounds of anyone’s being hit. 
They had a brief respite as the truck rolled through a line of trees 
which overhung the road in an archlike cover, but as soon as they 


emerged on the other end the ‘copter was above them again. 

Nick shot a glance at it. They had stopped firing and one man was 
talking on the radio. Grimly Nick kept going. He’d keep going as long 
as he could. They were close, so close to the coastline now. How in 
hell had they figured he would be heading this way? Nick wondered. 
He drove like a devil, the accelerator pressed to the floorboards, 
taking the curves on two wheels, skidding and careering but managing 
to keep upright. He wasn’t trying to outrun the ‘copter; there was no 
chance of that. He was just trying to get as much mileage as he could 
before abandoning the truck, and he was certain they’d have to do just 
that. The moment came all too soon as, keeping one eye skyward, 
Nick saw a half-dozen specks on the horizon, growing steadily larger. 
More whirlybirds, big ones, Nick noted, perhaps equipped with small 
personnel missiles. 

“Get ready to jump!” he called and he heard Alexi and Anya in the 
rear scrambling to their feet. At the side of a low embankment, thick 
with scrub brush, Nick skidded the truck to a halt and leaped. They’d 
spot the truck, of course, but that couldn’t be helped. On foot, staying 
to the brush and thickets of trees, they might escape detection by the 
whirlybirds. The truck had served its purpose. It was only a hindrance 
now. 

They ran, reaching the bottom of the embankment, like foxes 
pursued by hounds. Alexi and Anya were not going to be able to keep 
up a fast pace for long, that was clear. Their breath was already 
strained and shallow. There was a small hollow of a clearing ahead 
with tall grass, four or five feet tall. Nick headed for it and plunged 
into the grass, crawling on hands and knees until he reached the 
center of the hollow. The twins came up beside him and they sat still 
and crouched into small bundles, heads down. Nick could see the 
helicopters circling the edges of the area and from three of the ones 
that had just flown to the scene he saw the white puffs of parachutes 
exploding in the air. He poked up his head and looked around. More 
chutists were dropping on the other side. 

Dammit, they were about to be trapped, Nick realized. If they 
moved or showed themselves, they would be pinpointed by the 
hovering ‘copters at once. Nick carefully peered through the tall grass 
again, watching the chutists float lazily earthward. There was 
something familiar about this hollow with the ridge running along its 
edges, and suddenly he knew where they were. It was the hollow 
where the kid had found them, where the little farmhouse nestled at 
the foot of the ridge. Nick thought about making a break for the 
farmhouse but he knew it would be, at best, only a delaying action. 
That would be one of the first places the chutists would look. He felt a 
tug at his sleeve. It was Alexi. 


“We'll stay here and draw them to us,” she said. “You can make it 
alone, Nick. It’s not far from here to the coast. Forget about us. We’ve 
done our job.” 

Abandon them! Nick knew she was right. He could make it alone, 
especially if they drew the chutists to themselves. Before the mission 
was successful he would have abandoned them if he had to. He knew 
it and they knew it. But now, this was something else. Their job was 
indeed over and they had done it together. If they were going to make 
it out of here they’d make it together. He leaned over and cupped one 
hand under Alexi’s stubborn little chin. 

“Sure, honey,” he said. “After we get out of here.” He looked up at 
the line of descending chutists again and knew he should have said if 
they got out of there. It was looking grim. The chutists had ringed the 
hollow and in a few moments they’d be climbing up the ridges 
surrounding them. And the coast lay less than a half mile from here. 
So near and yet so far. He took a grip on the rifle and brought it up to 
his shoulder. The grass to the right was moving—ever so slightly, but 
nonetheless moving. Someone was coming at them. He sighted along 
the rifle barrel, waiting for a clear shot, and now he heard the figure 
rustling the dry grass. His eye along the gunsight suddenly found its 
target and he frowned in shocked surprise as the face of the boy from 
the farmhouse rose up before him. 

“Do not shoot,” the kid said. “Please.” Nick lowered the gun as the 
boy crept up to them. 

“You want to escape,” he said simply. “I will show you. At the 
edge of the ridge an underground stream cuts through the hills. There 
is room to crawl through with it.” 

Nick eyed the kid. His little face revealed nothing, neither 
excitement, compassion nor craftiness-nothing. He could lead them 
right into the arms of the chutists. Nick cast a look skyward. Time had 
run out, the parachutes were all earthbound now. There was no room 
left for them to run. 

“We'll follow you,” Nick said. If the kid were a Judas sheep it 
would really be no worse than sitting here waiting. Of course they 
could try a run for it and hope for a break, but Nick knew the chutists 
were good, trained professionals. These were not Hu Tsan’s hand- 
picked amateurs but Chinese Air Force regulars. The boy turned and 
ran with Nick and the twins at his heels. He ran straight until he 
reached the ridge at the far end of the hollow, where he crouched 
down and pointed to a scrub-pine thicket on the side of a hill. 

“Go through the pines,” he said. “You will see the stream and the 
opening in the hill.” 

“Go on,” Nick commanded Anya and Alexi. “I’ll be right there.” 

He turned to the boy and saw that the boy’s eyes were steady, 


unwavering. He wished he could read what went on behind them. 

“Why?” He asked the one word. The boy did not change 
expression. 

“You let us live,” he said simply. “I have paid the debt.” Nick held 
out his hand. The boy looked at it for a moment, studied the huge 
hand that could have snuffed out his life and then turned and ran. 
Nick watched him go. The kid had refused to shake his hand. He could 
grow up an enemy, hating and bitter, but then again, he might not. 
Now it was Nick’s turn to run and he raced over the ridge and into the 
pine scrub, the needles sticking into his face. The stream was there, 
and a small tunnel into the hills out of which it ran. He could barely 
squeeze his shoulders into the space. It was made for a stream, kids 
and maybe slender girls. But he would crawl it if he had to widen 
every inch of the way with his bare hands. 

He could hear the slow scrape of the girls up ahead as they moved 
forward. His back began to bleed from where he tore himself past 
sharp, jutting rocks and he finally had to pause to scrape the dirt and 
blood from his eyes. 

The air grew thick and oppressive but the cool water of the stream 
was a godsend. He buried his face in it to revive himself whenever he 
felt his energies flagging. He had about had it; his ribs ached and his 
leg muscles were close to cramping up in knots when he felt the rush 
of cool air and saw the snakelike tunnel begin to lighten. He 
redoubled his efforts and saw that the tunnel itself was widening at 
the mouth. Sunlight and clean air struck his face as he emerged, that 
and something even better, the sight of the seacoast just ahead. Alexi 
and Anya were stretched on the grass beside the mouth of the tunnel, 
gasping, regaining their breath. 

“Oh, Nick,” Alexi said, raising herself on one elbow. “Maybe it’s no 
use after all. We don’t have the strength to swim. If we could hide 
here someplace till dark and rest. Maybe in the morning ...” 

“No dice,” Nick said, firmly but gently. “When they find we’ve 
slipped them they’ll cover every inch of this coastline. But I may have 
a few surprises waiting. I hope so anyway. First, though, we ought to 
have a raft ditched in that underbrush down there—or have you 
forgotten?” 

“Yes, I had forgotten,” Alexi answered as they hurried down the 
hill. “But what if it’s gone? What if someone found it and took it 
away?” 

“Then like it or not, sweetie, you’re going to have to swim,” Nick 
said. “Don’t worry about that yet. ’ll swim for the three of us if I have 
to.” 

The raft was there, though, and they pushed it into the water and 
paddled off. It was getting on toward dusk, but the chutists would 


know they were gone by now. The whirlybirds would be out looking 
for them again and they’d be winging over the coastline soon enough. 
Nick was torn between hoping for darkness and hoping for continued 
fight so they could be found. But not by the whirlybirds. 

He paddled furiously, trying to get as far offshore as he could. The 
sun was lowering, a bright red balloon in the sky, when Nick saw the 
first of the black specks over the horizon. They had gone a good 
distance offshore, but not far enough, he was afraid. From the 
eaglelike view in the helicopters, the raft would be spotted if they flew 
any distance offshore at all. He watched as the two ‘copters made 
their first run low to the shoreline, turning and circling back again, 
flying as low to the ground as they dared, slowing their whirling 
blades almost to a standstill. Then one of them gunned upward and 
circled out farther over the water. He wheeled and came toward them. 
He had spotted a small object on the water. 

“He’s bound to see us,” Nick said. “He’ll come in low to make sure. 
When he’s over us, let him have it with everything you have left in 
your rifles. Maybe we can get us one more souvenir, at least.” 

True to his prediction, Nick watched the ‘copter drop down as it 
neared them and then sweep low directly over the raft. As it passed 
overhead, they opened fire. The range was close enough and they saw 
the deadly pattern of holes sprinkle the ‘copter’s underbody. It went 
on a hundred yards, wheeling off to turn when it blew up with a roar, 
cascading flame and oil out behind it. 

The helicopter hit the water with a column of leaping ocean and 
steam and the raft shook and bobbed on the waves that spread out 
from the crash. But there were other waves now, coming from the 
other side and causing the little raft to pitch precipitously. 

Nick saw it first—the black superstructure emerging from the 
depths, some primeval serpent out of the sea. But this serpent had the 
large white letters USN on its side and there were men racing out of 
the open hatch, tossing ropelines at them. Nick caught one of the fines 
and held onto it, and they were pulled up to the submarine. A 
commander stood on deck as first the twins and then Nick clambered 
aboard. 

“I was afraid you wouldn’t find us,” Nick said. “And am I ever glad 
to see you!” 

“Welcome aboard,” the officer said. “Commander Johnson, US 
Submarine Barracuda.” He cocked an eye overhead as the fleet of 
helicopters grew in numbers and nearness. 

“Hurry on down,” he said. “We want to get out of here fast and 
without further incident.” 

Below decks, Nick heard the sound of the conning tower hatch 
being secured and the increased throb of engines as the sub dove 


rapidly for deep water. They were in the briefing room, cramped but 
comfortable. 

“Our detection vessels picked up the explosions as soon as they 
occurred,” Commander Johnson was explaining. “It must have been a 
right good show.” 

“IT would’ve enjoyed it more from a farther distance,” Nick said. 

“Of course, when the Lu Shi family never appeared we knew 
something had gone wrong, but all we could do was to wait. After we 
picked up the big bang we put a sub at each spot where you possibly 
figured to show—the Hu Channel and here at Taya Wan. We’ve been 
watching and waiting day and night. We saw you come out on the raft 
but we couldn’t be sure it was you. The Chinese can be pretty tricky, 
you know. It would have been like them to send out a decoy to trick 
us into showing ourselves. But when we saw you gun down that 
‘copter we knew who it was.” 

Nick relaxed and drew a deep breath. He looked at Alexi and Anya. 
They were tired, their faces drawn and strained, but their eyes were 
filled with relief. He had them shown to their quarters and returned to 
where the commander waited. 

“We’re going to Taiwan,” the officer said. “From there a jet will 
take you back to the States. What about your Russian friends? Well 
see that they are delivered wherever they want to be taken.” 

“Tl tell you more about that tomorrow, Commander. ” Nick said. 
“Now I’m going to enjoy that thing called a bed, even if it’s only a 
bunk on a submarine. Good night, Commander.” 

“Well done, N3,” the commander said. 

Nick nodded, winked and turned away. He was tii ed, really tired. 
It would be good to sleep without fear, secure on an American ship. 

In a field command post, General Koo, Third Army Corps of the 
People’s Army of the Republic, let the smoke from his cigar waft lazily 
to the ceiling. The reports from his men, from air command and from 
special parachute section were all spread out before him on the desk. 
General Koo sighed, a large sigh, and wondered if the men in Peking 
would ever learn from all this. Or were they so inexorably caught up 
in the wheels of their own propaganda machine that they could no 
longer see clearly? Alone in the solitude of his office, he smiled. He 
knew he shouldn’t be smiling, yet he couldn’t help it. You had to 
admire that kind of professionalism. It was worth losing to that N3. 


Chapter XII 


The air terminal in Formosa was a busy, bustling place. Alexi and 
Anya had been outfitted with new dresses they had picked out 
themselves in Taiwan’s busy shops and now, in a side waiting room, 
looking refreshed and pretty, they stood before Nick. They had been 
talking for more than an hour and Nick asked the question once again. 
He wanted to be sure. 

“Do we all understand each other?” he asked. “I’d like Alexi to 
come to America with me and she says she wants to go. Right so far?” 

“That is right,” Anya replied. “And I want to go home to Russia. 
Alexi has always had this yearning to see America. I do not have it.” 

“Your people in Moscow,” Nick said, “can’t demand her return 
because, as far as anyone in Washington knew, they were assigning 
only one agent to me and I am sending back one agent—you.” 

“Da,” Anya said. “I am tired, anyway. I have had enough of this 
business, Nick Carter. And I will explain about how Alexi feels.” 

“You will, Anya, please,” Alexi said. “You must. Make them 
understand. I am not a defector. I will not spy or betray Russia. I only 
want to go to America and learn to live on my own. I want to go to 
Greenwich Village and to see Buffalo and Indians and all those 
things.” 

The announcement over the speaker system intruded on them 
abruptly. 

“That’s your plane, Anya,” Nick said. “They’ll fly you direct to 
Moscow. All the air routes have been cleared.” 

He shook hands with Anya and tried to read what was behind her 
eyes. They were still not right, not as he had first seen them. There 
was a frightened hare look just below the surface. He knew they 
would examine her thoroughly when she got to Moscow, and he 
intended to have the same done to Alexi when they hit New York. 

Anya walked away with an escort of two marines. She paused at 
the door of the jetliner, looked back, waved once and disappeared into 
the plane. Nick took Alexi’s arm and felt her stiffen and draw away. 
He let go at once. 

“Come on, honey,” he said. “We’ve a plane waiting for us too.” 

The trip back to New York was smooth and uneventful. Alexi 
seemed animated and she chattered at length, but yet he sensed it, 
that something which wasn’t her former self. He knew all too well 
what it was and he felt both saddened and angered. He had wired 
ahead and Hawk met them at the airport. Coming in from Kennedy, 
Alexi was as excited as a child, awed by the fabulous skyline of the 


city. At AXE offices she was taken into a room where Hawk had a 
team of specialists waiting to examine her. Nick went into Hawk’s 
office, where a neatly wrapped wax paper package waited for him on 
the desk. 

Nick opened it and a smile spread over his face as the roast beef 
sandwich looked up at him. Hawk’s face was casual, laconic, as he 
lighted his pipe. 

“Thanks,” Nick said, taking a bite. “But you forgot the pickle.” 

He saw Hawk’s eyes twinkle for the fraction of a moment. 

“Sorry,” the older man said casually. “Ill remember next time. 
What about the girl?” 

“Tl see to it that she meets some people here, some Russian folks I 
know,” Nick said. “She’ll get onto things quickly. She’s bright, efficient 
and earnest.” 

“T spoke to the NKVD by phone,” Hawk said, knocking his pipe 
against the ash tray and making a distasteful little face. “Sometimes I 
just don’t understand them. Before they were falling all over 
themselves with friendliness and cooperation. Now that it’s over 
they’re back to their old selves—cold, aloof, reserved. I gave them 
plenty of chance to say anything they wanted to but they didn’t bite. 
They never mentioned the girl at all.” 

“The thaw was temporary, Chief,” Nick said. “It'll take a lot more 
to make it permanent.” 

The door opened and one of the doctors entered. He nodded at 
Nick and addressed Hawk. 

“Thank you, doctor,” Hawk said. “That will be all. And tell Miss 
Lubova that Mr. Carter will pick her up in the reception room.” 

He turned to Nick. “I arranged the room for you. The Plaza, one of 
the top floors overlooking the fountain and the park—the whole bit. 
Here are the keys. I guess you deserve a bit of indulging at our 
expense.” 

Nick nodded, took the keys and walked out. He hadn’t told Hawk, 
or anyone else, the details of Hu Tsan’s little device. He wished he 
were as confident as Hawk that he was going to live it up for the week 
with Alexi, ensconced in the Plaza. 

He met Alexi in the reception room and they went downstairs 
together side by side, but he didn’t try to take her arm. She seemed 
happy and excited and he thought that dinner first would be a good 
idea. They went to the Forum, then took a hansom cab through 
Central Park and finally ended back at the Plaza. 

The suite Hawk had arranged was more than elegant and Alexi was 
terribly impressed. 

“Tt’s yours for the week,” Nick said. “A kind of present, you might 
say. Don’t think this is how you'll be living all the time in America, 


though.” 

Alexi came over to him, her eyes laughing. “I know that, silly,” she 
said. “I’m so happy, Nick. I really am. I’d be dead in China now if it 
weren’t for you. What do you want me to do?” 

The directness of the question took him aback but he decided to 
answer in kind. 

“T want you to make love to me,” he said. “I want you to let me 
make love to you.” 

She turned away, and under the thin blouse of the dressy suit she 
wore he saw her lovely, full breasts begin to rise and fall. Her hands, 
he noted, were twisting around each other. 

“T am afraid, Nick,” she said, her eyes wide and fearful again. “I 
am afraid.” 

He went over to her and reached out to take off her jacket. She 
shuddered and moved away. He knew what he had to do. It was the 
only way at this time. She was still an excitable, sensuous creature— 
that much wouldn’t change. In fact it was for just that reason she 
reacted this way. He remembered how, that first night in Hong Kong, 
he had watched her gather desire like a snowball going downhill 
gathers snow. There must be no pressure now, only patience and 
gentleness and, most of all, the invoking of her own desires. 

Nick could be gentle in lovemaking. He was a physically sensitive 
organism that responded to the demands and needs of the moment 
with amazing accuracy. He had made love to many women, some who 
had hungered, some who had resisted and some who had found with 
him new appetites they had never known before. But tonight was a 
special problem and one he wanted very much to resolve, not so much 
for himself as for Alexi. 

Nick walked around the room turning out all the lights except one 
small lamp which cast a soft glow in the large room. The tall window 
let in the moonlight and the winking, never-still lights of the city. Nick 
knew there was more than enough light for Alexi to see him clearly, 
yet there was a muted quality of softness to the room now. He placed 
himself before her as she sat on the edge of the couch facing the 
window. Slowly, with deliberate and tantalizing slowness, he began to 
take off his clothes. When he had his shirt off and his powerful chest 
glistened in the reflected moonlight like the smooth marble of some 
Roman statue, he moved closer to her. He stretched himself up to his 
full height and watched as she let her eyes steal furtive glances at him. 
He put one hand behind her neck and turned her head toward him. 
She was breathing hard and her breasts strained against her blouse. 
But she did not shudder, and now her glance was direct and full. 

Slowly he removed his trousers and put her hand against his chest. 
Then, standing before her only in shorts, he brought her head down 


against his stomach muscles and held her there. He felt her hand on 
his chest move around to hold his back and draw him closer. Then, 
ever so slowly, ever so gently, he began to undress her, all the while 
holding her head against his stomach with one hand. She stretched 
out her legs and lay back so he could slip off her skirt. Then he 
removed her bra and he took one lovely breast in his hand, firmly, 
reassuringly. Alexi’s body shook as a convulsive shudder passed 
through her, but Nick kept his hand under the soft breast and let his 
fingers caress the nipple. Her eyes were half closed but he could see 
she was watching him, her lips parted. 

He stood up and pulled his shorts off to stand naked before her and 
he smiled as he saw her hand begin to reach out to him—trembling, 
but still reaching out. And then she fell against him, clinging tightly, 
rubbing her breasts against him as she dropped to her knees. 

“Oh, Nick, Nick,” she moaned. “I think it is yes, yes ... but let me 
touch you yet, a while yet.” Nick held her close as she explored his 
body with her hands, her mouth, her tongue. It was as though she had 
just found something she thought was lost and was remembering 
every part of it by touch and look and feel. Nick reached down, placed 
his hand between her thighs and lifted her onto the couch and she 
came to him, fully and completely, her cries once again cries of 
ecstacy and delight. With gathering force, she loosened and let her 
very being plunge into their lovemaking. Nick was still gentle with 
her, though, and as he found her waiting sanctuary, he was moved by 
a feeling of goodness and happiness he had seldom encountered 
before. 

When Alexi came, crying out in joyous delight, clasping her arms 
around his back like a vise, clutching him to her with her lovely, soft 
limbs, he felt a great gladness welling up inside him and he lay down 
upon her and smoothed her touseled hair back with his hand. 

“T am all right, Nick,” she said into his ear, laughing and sobbing 
at the same time. “I am all right.” 

“You are more than all right, honey,” he laughed. “You are 
superb.” He thought of Anya. They were both thinking of Anya and he 
knew that she too would be all right. Some Ivan would discover that 
sooner or later. 

“Oh, Nickie,” Alexi said, snuggling against his chest. “Ya lublu vas, 
Nick Carter. I love you.” 

Nick laughed. It was going to be a good week at the Plaza after all. 


The End 


